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THROUGH IMPROVISATION FOR MUSIC TEACHERS 
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Major Professor: Kinh T. Vu, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Music, Music Education 
ABSTRACT 
General creativity and, more specifically, creative thinking in music are valuable 
qualities that should be fostered in music education for personal, professional, and 
societal reasons. In order for band directors to successfully integrate musical creativity 
into their classroom curriculum and serve as resources for other content area teachers 
implementing 21st Century Skills (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2017), it is 
imperative that they are personally capable and comfortable with the very activities and 
methods they would employ with their students. In this action research study, a group of 
five band directors with similar conservatory-influenced undergraduate backgrounds 
volunteered to participate in peer-led, non-formal professional development in the area of 
musical improvisation. 
Due to the common traditional attributes of such institutions of higher education, 
many future educators are trained to reproduce performance practices of Western art 
music in place of, and to the exclusion of, following individual musical curiosities and 
creative impulses (Small, 1998). A general lack of improvisation and jazz experiences in 
pre-service teacher education (Pignato, 2010) has left many with an inability to engage in 
genuinely creative experiences with their students and on their own. 
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Using Dewey’s vision of democracy in education, the basic framework of “we 
learn together, we learn by doing,” shaped the way in which the teacher-led professional 
development took place. Each participant had a unique voice within the process, which 
helped build collegiality, a stronger sense of self, and broaden the base of experience and 
knowledge. 
Data were collected through focus group interviews, participant journals, exit 
slips, and video-recordings of the improvisation sessions. The goal for this study was to 
discover the implications of peer-led professional development, have a substantial effect 
on the comfort and ability of the participants to improvise with their professional peers, 
and ultimately provide pedagogical tools that will transfer to the classroom and yield a 
variety of opportunities for student improvisation. Findings suggest that the use of free 
improvisation as an entry point to improvised music in general is a successful path to 
overcome various impediments such as anxiety and lack of familiarity with a specific 
musical idiom. 
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Chapter One: Why Johnny Can’t Improvise 
The long-standing need for creative thinkers in all occupations, and in society as a 
whole, poses a potential opportunity for music educators. The world presently faces 
numerous concerns related to economic strife, weak civic infrastructure, environmental 
longevity, unemployment, and political uncertainty. Such serious issues will be best 
addressed by those individuals who have an ability to think beyond the status quo and 
established domains of knowledge (Moran, 2010). The American educational landscape 
is undergoing a shift toward a more holistic and globally literate set of skills and intended 
outcomes as led by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2017), in addition to a move 
from individually developed state standards to nationally developed, yet state adopted, 
Common Core standards (NGA Center for Best Practices & CCSSO, 2010), and the 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 now known as 
the Every Student Succeeds Act (US Government Publishing Office, 2016). A common 
theme throughout these movements places a newfound (or rediscovered) value on the 
need for innovation and creative thought within the curriculum and learning process. An 
aspect of former President Obama’s vision for America’s success and ability to be 
competitive as a nation centered on the reinvestment in arts education due to the potential 
societal benefits of creativity and innovation that may be brought about by participating 
in an arts-rich curriculum (President’s Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, 2011). 
Music educators may play a potentially significant role in the value shift toward 
creativity by fostering creative thinking within the domain of music, likely helping to add 
to what has been termed the knowledge economy and address global concerns for the next 
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generation. Jones (2005, 2007b) supported this notion and stated, “school music 
programs can foster creativity by focusing on its development through multiple means,” 
including improvisation, which is characterized as “indispensable for developing musical 
creativity” (Jones, 2005, pp. 7–8). Similarly, Campbell (2009) underscored the thought 
that creative thinking in music (i.e., musical creativity) may become the “justification for 
music education programs (particularly in elementary schools)” in North America and the 
United Kingdom (p. 137). Music is “multimodal” involving the “eye, ear, muscle, and 
mind,” and provides a “full range of emotions and deep communication” (p. 137). Given 
the intended move toward valuation of creativity in public education, at least from a 
policy perspective (e.g., Partnership for 21st Century Skills, Every Student Succeeds Act, 
President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities), and the potential contribution of 
creative thinkers to society, a great task is set before the music educator.  
The lack of experience, comfort, and direct-instruction opportunities has limited my own 
ability to effectively engage my students in musically creative acts (uniquely personal 
production instead of corporate re-production of wind band literature), both in the wind 
band and jazz band settings. As this personal quest has developed and prompted me to 
informally query other educators about their experiences, I found strong anecdotal 
evidence that pointed to a gap in pre-service preparation for educators graduating from 
conservatory-influenced undergraduate programs, which is further substantiated in the 
research of Balfour (1988), Barr (1974), Hepworth (1974), Noice (1965), Pignato (2010), 
Rummel (2010), Treinen (2011), and West (2011).  
A good portion of these studies focus on the need for jazz curriculum in higher 
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education (Noice, 1965), such as a recommended course sequence for a jazz studies 
degree (Barr, 1974), and whether or not such recommendations have been put into 
practice throughout California state schools (CSU and UC) (Balfour, 1988). Hepworth 
(1974) developed a course of instruction in jazz pedagogy for music educators based on 
the practices of directors who had undergone a “baptism of fire” while working with 
stage bands in their schools. Rummel (2010) noted the conspicuous absence of jazz 
improvisation courses from the music education curricula in most Pennsylvania colleges 
and universities and highlighted the need for such curriculum, while Treinen’s (2011) 
study was based on Kansas high school directors and college faculties’ attitudes towards 
teacher preparation in jazz education. West (2011) focused on jazz in middle schools and 
noted that many teachers do not include jazz ensemble because they “believe that they do 
not have the musical ability to do so” (p. xiv). Although one may be a competent 
musician, a lack of experience with jazz and improvisation in particular, can “cause 
hesitation and stress on the part of these teachers who now find themselves with the task 
of teaching in an area for which they may feel ill prepared” (West, 2015, p. 36). Pignato 
(2010) also noted the practical challenges that inhibit music teachers from incorporating 
improvisation (not necessarily jazz improvisation), but offered two examples of 
exemplary improvisation-rich teaching in New York State schools.  
Creativity and Creative Thinking in Music 
The term creativity is defined in various ways and adapted to numerous contexts. 
It is, therefore, important to clarify precisely what is meant for the purposes of this study. 
Most creativity theorists make the distinction between personal, everyday creativity and 
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the eminent examples of creativity found in highly regarded individuals 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Kozbelt, Beghetto, & Runco, 2010; Richards, 2007). Those 
who are personally creative (lowercase c), “experience the world in novel and original 
ways…. [Their] perceptions are fresh, [their] judgments are insightful,” and may even 
make important personal discoveries (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 25). By contrast, 
Creativity is more systematically determined through the three levels of domain, field, 
and the individual person. In order to understand the complex contextual effect on 
creativity, “we need to abandon the Ptolemaic view of creativity, in which the person is at 
the center of everything, for a more Copernican model in which the person is part of a 
system of mutual influences and information” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, p. 336). This 
three-layered system is how Csikszentmihalyi addressed the paradigm shift in thinking 
about creativity. 
 A domain is the body of knowledge existing in a broad category of “symbolic 
rules and procedures” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 27; Kozbelt, Beghetto, and Runco, 
2010). Music is a domain, as are mathematics and physics. A domain may be further 
refined to narrowly focus on one aspect, such as early jazz or serialism, if a more specific 
category of rules and procedures are to be found. The field is a reference to individuals 
who “act as gatekeepers to the domain” (p. 28). Members of the field validate the 
originality of an individual’s contribution to the domain. The individual person is both a 
product of domain-specific studies and the source of a new thought. Summarily: 
Creativity [capital C] occurs when a person, using the symbols of a given domain 
such as music…has a new idea or sees a new pattern, and when this novelty is 
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selected by the appropriate field for inclusion into the relevant domain (p. 28).  
An example of a specific process of creative thinking in the domain of music 
defined by Webster (1990) as a “dynamic mental process that alternates between 
divergent (imaginative) and convergent (factual) thinking” (p. 28) is improvisation. The 
degree to which one diverges from the established domain, as described in 
Csikszentmihalyi’s systems model, is the degree to which one is thinking creatively in the 
domain of music. In order to be considered creative, thought and behavior must be “both 
novel/original and useful/adaptive” (Feist, 2010, p. 114). According to Koutsoupidou’s 
findings (Koutsoupidou, 2006; Koutsoupidou & Hargreaves, 2009), improvisation-rich 
instruction has a notably positive effect on the development of creative thinking in music 
for students, thus the creative medium chosen for this study is musical improvisation. 
 Controllable factors of creativity.  
 Given the endgame of applying the insights and general approach from the 
teacher-led model for professional development to the participants’ classroom, one would 
do well to consider the elements of creativity that teachers may influence, and how these 
may apply to the professional peer group environment. Although teachers have no 
influence over the genetic inheritance, epigenetic factors, or intellectual proclivities of 
their students, there are other components that promote creativity in general, and creative 
thinking more specifically (Feist, 2010). One should feel safe to learn and participate in 
the educational environment. While the most obvious obstacles may be physical violence 
in some schools, a feeling of safety also incorporates the attitudes of peers, teachers, and 
parents (Hennessey & Amabile, 1988). If one fears ridicule from any of the three groups, 
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the likelihood that one would be willing to contribute to a discussion, play an instrument 
by themselves in front of others, or try something new and untested is minimal. For 
ethical and practical reasons, teachers must establish an environment of mutual respect, 
valuing the contributions of students in an effort to be co-investigators of the curricular 
content (Freire, 2000). A safe environment is a fundamental principle of democratic 
practice (Hayes, 2016). Divergent thinking plays a significant role in the creative thought 
process (Webster, 1990, 2002). Imaginative and exploratory thought (i.e., divergent) 
cannot exist in an intellectually repressive classroom environment. A safe and respectful 
environment is necessary for success in the professional development model as well. 
Colleagues should not and must not dominate others during the interactive sessions, 
either verbally or musically based on their past experiences and knowledge. From another 
angle, until our more basic needs (deficiency needs) of hunger, thirst, physical safety, 
belongingness, and respect/esteem are met, growth needs such as understanding, 
aesthetic/beauty, self-actualization, and self-transcendence will not be pursued (Huitt, 
2007; Maslow, 1954).  
 With the positive environmental setting described above, some other specific 
teacher contributions can help to spur creative thinking. Teachers who employ strategies 
and curricular choices that value and promote curiosity, independent thought, openness to 
experience, and personal sparks of interest will allow students, and in the case of this 
study participants, to interact with the world in a less superficial manner (Feist, 2010). 
Curiosity is a quality that is strong in early childhood, but seems to fade over time as one 
progresses through institutional education. Robinson (2006) posited that creativity is, in 
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fact, educated out of children throughout the schooling process. According to Ayers, 
Hunt, and Quinn (1998) a distinction exists between education and schooling, even 
though the terms are often thought to be synonymous. On the one hand, education opens 
doors, is unconditional, surprising, unruly, disorderly, and it frees the mind. On the other, 
schooling sorts, punishes, grades, ranks, certifies, demands obedience, and conformity 
(Ayers et al., 1998) 
The need for curiosity in the creative process is highlighted by Csikszentmihalyi 
(1996) who stated: 
When something strikes a spark of interest, follow it. Usually, when something 
captures our attention—an idea, a song, a flower—the impression is brief. We are 
too busy to explore the idea, song, or flower further. Or we feel that it is none of 
our business. After all, we are not thinkers, singers, or botanists, so these things 
lie outside our grasp. Of course, that’s nonsense. The world is our business, and 
we can’t know which part of it is best suited to ourselves, to our potentialities, 
unless we make a serious effort to learn about as many aspects of it as 
possible…[this] is the gathering of creative energy, the rebirth of curiosity that 
has been atrophied since childhood. (p. 348) 
Damasio (2001), and Hennessy and Amabile (1988) posit a direct link between 
creativity and intrinsic motivation. It is doubtful that one is able to directly cause an 
internal desire in another person; however, it is certainly possible to squelch motivation 
by not valuing curiosity or personal interest. Small group and individual projects are the 
type of class assessments that allow students to follow their interests within the scope of 
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the curricular content. Intrinsic motivation turns this type of task into an autotelic activity, 
“something that is an end in itself” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 113). Numerous scholars 
consider intrinsic motivation a critical component in creative thinking and creativity in 
general (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Hennessey & Amabile, 1988; McLennon, 2002; Prabhu, 
Sutton, and Sauser, 2008; Webster, 1990, 2002). Intrinsic motivation is necessary to 
promote free participation, which is requisite for a democratic approach to education. 
The possible connection between general creativity research that describe a “U-
shaped development” over one’s lifetime and the phenomena of musical 
institutionalization could help inform the curricular choices and offerings of college 
schools of music (Hickey, 2002; Cavicchi, 2009). The U shape begins with a period of 
high creativity in childhood followed by a dip or gap of creative activity and a subsequent 
emergence of a more sophisticated expression of creativity for some adults (Albert, 1996; 
Campbell, 2009; Keegan, 1996; Runco & Charles, 1997). This gap of creative activity 
could be attributed to behavioristic teaching methods put forth by B. F. Skinner and 
Tylerian curricular structures historically common in junior high and high schools that do 
not allow for creative thinking, but instead insist on mechanical reproduction of existing 
knowledge bases (Elliott, 1995, 2009; Hanley & Montgomery, 2002; Tyler, 1949). 
Another explanation offered for the drop in creative ability within school music programs, 
as noted earlier, is the tendency for secondary school music programs and conservatory-
influenced schools of music to focus on the precise re-creation of great works rather than 
fostering the musical curiosity of students at all levels (Campbell, 1998, 2009; Moore, 
1992).  
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Improvisation as an orientation. 
The term improvisation may conjure images of jazz greats performing 
extemporaneously in a heated jam session, a baroque organist creating a fantasia based on 
a popular theme, or perhaps West African drummers accompanying a sacred ritual. In 
order to account for the pluralistic possibilities of improvisation, it is beneficial to 
understand the act as spontaneously performing within the established musical structure 
chosen, even the chosen non-structure of free improvisation (Azzara, 2002). 
Improvisation may also be understood in terms of an orientation toward a process or 
product (Kratus, 1995, 2012). “With a process orientation one does an activity for the 
sake of engaging in the activity and with no intent of arriving at a particular end point or 
result” (Kratus, 2012, p. 370). However, it is possible to value both the product and the 
process by which one arrives during improvisation (Kratus, 2012). 
Elliott’s (1987) discussion of jazz improvisation through a philosophical lens 
criticizes the overtly Western approach of Meyer’s (1956) theory of musical experience, 
which is based primarily on research of nineteenth century classical music (Goodrich, 
2005). Meyer described jazz as a series of “macro-ornamentations” or “expressive 
deviations” from the syntactic parameters of music, such as melody and harmony (Elliott, 
1987, p. 16). More than mere deviation, jazz improvisation can be considered an entirely 
different paradigm. The teaching of improvisation depends on an environment that values 
and promotes autonomy of the student, which is in tension with established Western 
approaches used to train future teachers that promote and rely on a teacher-controlled 
environment (Hargreaves, 1996; Pinedo, 2010). 
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Improvisation takes place in the practices of jazz musicians and non-Western 
musical cultures. Due to the inherent differences (e.g., availability of materials, cultural 
familiarity) between jazz improvisation and other world musics, they will be discussed 
separately. 
 Jazz-oriented improvisation. 
There are voluminous methods of jazz improvisation for middle school, high 
school, and adult musicians, but fewer resources for other improvisational musics. 
According to Hickey (2009), what typically passes for instruction in improvisation is too 
overtly structured. Activities that emphasize tonal, rhythmically simple, brief and isolated 
patterns are “more likely to hamper the growth of creative musical thinkers than to elicit 
true creative thought” (p. 286). Prouty (2008) makes a similar point based on the 
institutionalized environment in which educators using pedagogical practices that stifle 
creativity. Improvisation, in a literal sense, is an unprepared act. Although it is difficult to 
conceive of an authentic method for an activity that does not require preparation, an 
improvisatory disposition is encouraged, in addition to discussing genre-specific musical 
skills (Hickey, 2009). In relationship to the systems model of creativity described above, 
it is necessary to have some familiarity with the existing domain of improvised music in 
order to “diverge” from convergent thoughts and concepts. 
Improvisation is most often contextually situated within a specific genre, but 
creative thinking in music pushes one to go beyond the established body of work. The 
two opposite ends of improvisation are described by Adolph (2001) as a range from 
“incredibly low levels of creativity, where hack composers ‘burp out’ melodies, to the 
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other extreme, where it discloses extremely complex and brilliant revelations, by making 
known a truth that was previously secret” (p. 88). If one is limited to mimicking models, 
eructation aside, or prescribed patterns that ensure success (e.g., Coker, 1982), then one 
will likely be unable to carve out their identity through exploration.  
 Two tensions held in balance are the direct transmission of domain-specific skills 
and the freedom to respond creatively. Instead of starting with the building blocks of 
music theory and terminology that can be intimidating (e.g., mixolydian, dorian, half-
diminished, etc.), it is important to do improvisation. As stated earlier, the goal is to 
establish an improvisatory disposition rather than merely establish rules and guidelines 
(Hickey, 2009). The absence of rigid rules in free improvisation helps to maintain a 
creative environment that is free of judgment. Sarath (2002) promotes a similar approach 
to improvisation he has termed trans-stylistic improvisation. Rather than using multiple 
stylistic frameworks in a structured method, one is “enabled to draw freely from the 
complete range of style influences they have assimilated and consequently fashion their 
own” (p. 191). Instead of the pandemonium that some may imagine resulting from this 
activity, free improvisation requires one to listen attentively and sensitively in order to 
interact with the musical environment established by their peers. Because the process is 
largely self-directed, it “cannot [emphasis original] be taught in the traditional sense, but 
experienced, facilitated, coached and stimulated” (Hickey, 2009, p. 294). This orientation 
of peer-led and socially mediated musical activity is widely supported in much of 
contemporary music education scholarship (e.g., Allsup, 2003; Elliott, 1995, 2009; 
Froehlich, 2007; Jones, 2005; Jorgensen, 1997). 
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 The jazz related elements of improvisation that were used in the sessions included 
a free improvisation approach as a foundation, and increasingly domain-specific elements 
of the blues. Participants were encouraged to explore beyond the forms and vocabulary of 
the given domains, maintaining an improvisatory and experimental orientation that 
favored the process over the product. 
Non-jazz improvisation. 
 An area that has received notably less attention in school music is the 
improvisatory activity inherent in certain world musics. Azzara (2002) noted the number 
of musical cultures studied by ethnomusicologists, but it seems, at least anecdotally, very 
little of that scholarship has influenced school music curriculum and performance 
practices (save for the rise of school Mariachi ensembles and world percussion classes). 
Some examples of non-Western improvisatory practices include the gamelan music of 
Java and Bali, the practices of Korean storyteller musicians (tanggol and koin, 
respectively the improviser and accompanist), Persian music oriented around the radif (a 
steady repertoire that forms the basis of improvisation), and South Indian svara kalpana. 
These cultural practices may help to inform improvisatory components in American 
classroom music, though it may not be practical to incorporate each of these practices in 
their fullest sense. As always, the teacher must make practical and ethical choices with 
respect to what and how to teach. Work is still desperately needed to bring the 
contributions of ethnomusicologists to the primary and secondary school classroom in 
practical, authentic, and meaningful ways.  
Both social and musical benefits result from engaging in non-Western music. 
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Social benefits include promoting the acceptance of otherness, cross-cultural competence, 
recognizing music as a “pan-human phenomenon,” (Lundquist, 2002, p. 628), and “self-
understanding through ‘other-understanding’” (Elliott, 1995, p. 209). Musical benefits 
include fresh approaches to familiar skills (e.g., playing different scale patterns with the 
same instrument interface), new skills to consider (e.g., blending singing and 
instrumental playing), and preparing future musicians (i.e. students) with the ability to 
participate in divergent music practices and perform “cross-cultural repertoire” 
(Lundquist, 2002, p. 634).  
Due to the potential value of creative thinkers (domain-specific or general) to 
society and the relationship between improvisation-rich music instruction and a greater 
ability to think creatively in music, adequate opportunities for pre-service and in-service 
teachers are a significant key to unlocking the potential of such an approach to 
curriculum and pedagogy (Koutsoupidou, 2006; Koutsoupidou & Hargreaves, 2009).  
The Lack of Jazz Improvisation in Teacher Education 
Noice (1965) appealed to the higher education community to create courses 
designed to prepare pre-service teachers for the experience of teaching stage bands (i.e., 
jazz bands) after surveying and analyzing the status of stage bands in Minnesota (Long, 
1969). Hepworth (1974) noted that 75% of the Utah band directors surveyed thought their 
undergraduate training was “inadequate to prepare them to function effectively with a 
stage band” (p. xii). The same teachers had to find resources to teach jazz outside of their 
college curriculum, and expressed a willingness to sacrifice other aspects of their degree 
requirements to accommodate jazz pedagogy. Hepworth proceeded to design a 2-credit 
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course that included various aspects of stage band pedagogy including improvisation. 
Considering the number of years that have passed since Hepworth’s (1974) and Noice’s 
(1965) dissertations, it hardly seems as though schools of music have responded to 
address the need. Balfour (1988) pointed to the same lack of curriculum available during 
teacher education following a review of the California State University and University of 
California systems and a comparison with Barr’s (1974) recommended curriculum for 
jazz studies. More recently, Rummel (2010), Treinen (2011), and West (2011) point to 
the same conclusion: pre-service teacher training programs are not preparing students to 
teach jazz or improvisation. If improvisation is at the heart of jazz (Goodrich, 2005; 
Kuzmich, 1979), why has it been notably absent from teacher education programs? 
Goodrich (2008) highlighted the loss or homogenization of certain jazz elements 
as a result of the manner in which jazz moved from a cultural art form to the educational 
realm: 
Music educators who were World War II veterans retired, and teachers trained in 
the formal procedural knowledge of concert bands became the new jazz band 
directors, possessing little or no jazz experience. With this transformation, many 
music educators no longer taught their students how to perform jazz music via the 
informal traditional aural methods - learning songs by ear, modeling a favorite 
player or players, or by listening to jazz groups. Instead, a greater emphasis was 
placed upon learning how to read music and play the correct articulations from a 
printed page. Improvising became an art form relegated to reading written solos, 
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or at best reading chord symbols, instead of relying solely on developing one’s ear. 
(p. 13) 
The dominance of an ocular-centric approach to music making has hampered the ability 
of trained musicians to operate in a necessarily aural tradition, such as jazz (Goodrich, 
2008). The influence of the traditional aims of Western European conservatories on 
American schools of music, whether the title of “Conservatory” is used or not, has 
become evident.  
Influence of the Western European Conservatory Model of Music Education 
The relationship between teacher and student since the meteoric rise of the school 
wind band movement in the early- to mid-20th century, could be described as primarily 
autocratic, such as in a large professional orchestra. Kratus (2007) called attention to the 
power dynamic in the very terminology most commonly employed, “people who lead 
school ensembles are called ‘directors,’ not ‘teachers.’ (Directors direct and teachers 
teach.)” (p. 46). The influence of behaviorist models of teaching that assume reliable and 
controllable product oriented learning (Allsup & Benedict, 2008). One must simply 
“direct” the students through the prescribed course of action and conditioning to yield the 
predetermined results. Because the dominant classroom structure for instrumental music 
tends to be a didactic relationship of conductor to performing ensemble, focus is 
generally on the re-productive aspect of performing established and accepted works 
within their given medium rather than originally creative (i.e., productive) musical 
activities in their classroom, such as composition and improvisation (Allsup, 2003; 
Allsup & Benedict, 2008; Mantie, 2012). Performing accepted works with notational 
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precision may be considered creative in a strict sense (Reimer, 2003), though it is shallow 
in comparison to improvisation, composition, and arranging. The middle school students 
in Leavell’s (1996) study pointed to the greater freedom of expression in jazz band when 
compared to their concert band experience. The more willing improvisers who 
particularly enjoyed such freedom formed a unique bond. 
Traditional teacher-centered music ensembles tend to be shaped by competitive 
and high-stakes concerts (Gilbert, 2016). Thus, “results typically produce musicians who 
depend on ensemble directors and possess in only limited quantity the knowledge and 
skills necessary to perform beyond ensemble experiences (p. 27).” In other words, 
students generally do not possess the independence, critical thinking, or creative thinking 
to operate without a musical director due to the dependency created by the director. 
Jones (2007a) pointed to the disconnect between classroom practice, theory, and 
the needs of society, which has pushed modern music education toward a “reductionist 
approach that focuses on methods and techniques absent the necessary theoretical 
grounding and analysis of the effectiveness and appropriateness of their results for 
society” (p. 5). Allsup (2012) described the specific failure the conservatory model of 
music education to adequately respond to additional or outside interests. “The classical 
music conservatory system and the educational machinery that supports it must do a 
better job of responding to student interests and desires: it might change its guiding ethos 
from ‘conservation education’ to a ‘common education’” (p. 175). The question remains, 
“can we rethink instrumental music programs to include more opportunities for creativity, 
self-expression, and cultural relevance?” (Allsup, 2003, p. 24). The disconnect noted by 
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Jones (2007a) and Allsup (2003, 2012) poses a problem for contemporary band directors 
struggling to maintain legitimacy and value within the educational landscape. How will 
music educators be able to address creative activities, such as improvisation, if they have 
not had the benefit of such training and experience, particularly in their undergraduate 
education in music? “Because most K–12 teachers were not trained as improvising 
musicians, improvisation is a vague and distant notion, and pedagogical approaches are 
unclear when they themselves have had no firsthand experience in the process” 
(Campbell, 2009, p. 137). The general lack of creative music opportunities and 
pedagogical training in improvisation (e.g., jazz, baroque, folk, or world musics) during 
pre-service teacher education points to the “still staple conservatoire-based structures of 
schools of music,” which prize the professional performer over the educator (Benedict & 
Schmidt, 2014, p. 99). 
Conservatory education first appeared in the early 19th century (most notably in 
Paris and Vienna), “providing a means by which aspiring middle class performers could 
acquire expertise in aristocratic musical traditions” (Moore, 1992, p. 71). The gradual 
replacement of the patronage musician common in aristocratic courts with middle class 
musicians led to a greater reliance upon notation and a diminished familiarity and ability 
to improvise within common musical forms. Moore (1992) claimed: 
Notated music provided the detailed performative instructions necessary for those 
interested in learning to play a style of music with which they were unfamiliar. 
Sheet music became a means of learning aristocratic music for those who had no 
exposure to it in its original context. (p. 72) 
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The faithful recreation of canonized repertoire has a place of preeminence in the 
conservatory model of music education. Unfortunately, when institutions support “the 
study and performance of Western art music to the exclusion of virtually any other sort, 
an historical art form associated with European elites and their servants, we effectively 
discriminate against ourselves and the contemporary world” (Moore, 1992, p. 81). As a 
teacher who spent the majority of his pre-service teacher training in a conservatory 
setting, it has become apparent how wide the gap can be from the traditional aims of 
undergraduate conservatory-influenced music education to the requisite experience and 
training for teaching musical creativity.  
An institution need not bear the title of ‘conservatory’ to be preoccupied with a 
strong reverence of Western art music to the general exclusion of other musical forms 
and traditions. Many schools of music and college music departments have been strongly 
influenced by the conservatory model, which is generally not conducive to improvised 
music. Song’s (2013) survey of over sixty faculty members representing twelve music 
institutions across the United States corroborates the apparent lack of improvisation and 
creative activity in higher education, as well as the low priority improvisation plays. 
“Excluding jazz related courses, a majority (82%) of the 209 courses do not incorporate 
any improvisation or do so less than 15% of the time” (p. 5). The majority (73%) of 
respondents who taught jazz related courses reported using improvisation more than 15% 
of the time. One might say at this point that teachers do employ improvisation in their 
instruction; however, not all music education majors are required to participate in jazz 
ensembles or to take an improvisation course, even though the National Association of 
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Schools of Music (NASM) includes a composition/improvisation standard for all 
professional undergraduate music degrees and all teacher preparation degrees (NASM, 
2013; Song, 2013). West’s (2015) survey of school jazz education literature also pointed 
to the “underlying problem with teacher education programs that do not involve 
preservice teachers in the practice of improvisation” (p. 35). In-service music teachers 
have pointed out the lack of support in specialization during their undergraduate 
education. More specifically, “Band directors indicated a desire for coursework in jazz-
related courses” (Groulx, 2015, p. 19). It is important to realize, “the field of music 
education is dramatically different than it was when the music teacher preparation 
programs were originally conceived in the last century” (Asmus, 2000, p. 5). 
This is not to say that any pre-service program can fully prepare future teachers 
for every aspect of the classroom, but rather to highlight the existing need for in-service 
professional development for teachers who have a rudimentary, or non-existent, 
relationship with musically creative activities, specifically improvisation in this case. A 
significant number of music teachers lack the skills and confidence to engage their 
students in musically creative activities, and are prone to repeat the cycle of avoidance 
until a change occurs (Bell, 2003; Byo, 1999; Hickey, 2009; Madura Ward-Steinman, 
2007). According to Hickey (2009), the question remains, “Where and how will future 
teachers learn to break the cycle?” (p. 296). The need for remediation in improvisation is 
abundantly evident to fill the knowledge gap. Rummel (2010) draws the conclusion that 
an absence of jazz training at the undergraduate level creates a “necessity of self- directed 
study” (p. 35). Perhaps better than a solo pursuit to remedy the lack of knowledge and 
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experience in improvisation would be a collaborative community that works together to 
overcome the same deficiencies in a manner that is professional, encouraging, insightful, 
and honest with regard to personal limitations. 
Complementary Models of Professional Development 
 The need for and existence of professional development is not unique to music 
educators. Educators in other content areas, such as mathematics, science, and language, 
have explored various models of professional development with great success. Teachers 
in most secondary school content areas have been introduced to the concept of 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) within their school site (e.g., English 
language arts, mathematics, science, etc.) as well as across their school districts in some 
cases (e.g., instrumental and vocal music teachers). The structure of a PLC is designed to 
foster regular collaboration within subject areas for continual improvement in student 
learning, curricular focus, and best pedagogical practices (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & 
Many, 2006; Reichstetter, 2006). The intentional and systematic use of teachers to help 
other teachers has developed as a meaningful tool for school improvement based on the 
concept of distributed leadership (Ghamrawi 2010, 2013). Distributed leadership 
empowers teachers to take on a stronger role within school reform by fulfilling the 
potential roles of resource provider, instructional specialist, curriculum specialist, 
classroom supporter, learning facilitator, mentor, school leader, data coach, catalyst for 
change, and learner (Harrison & Killion, 2007).  
 It is not only helpful, but important to look outside of Western approaches for 
insights into Professional Development for educators. For example, the use of teachers as 
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professional development leaders (PD Teacher Leaders) has yielded some very positive 
results within a private school located in Beirut, Lebanon (Ghamrawi, 2013). PD Teacher 
Leaders are able to benefit their peers with their expertise, and their peers offer the 
opportunity for the PD Teacher Leader to learn through teaching. According to one 
participant in the Ghamrawi (2013) study: 
When you teach something you master it; so what I do is that when I hear about 
something new, I search for it and read about; but the best way to really learn it is 
to teach it to others, so the PDs act as a perfect place for me to do that. This is the 
real growth that experienced teachers need. (Ghamrawi, 2013, p. 176) 
If the one leading the professional development benefits in a significant way 
simply through the process of preparing a subject and teaching it, it stands to reason that 
this role could be a benefit to more individuals if it were shared. In the structure of the 
sessions for this study, responsibility for leading the professional development sessions 
was shared within the cadre in order to offer each person the opportunity to learn on both 
sides of the engagement, as both participant (following the activity set by the PD Teacher 
Leader) and PD Teacher Leader. Such an opportunity is likely to promote trust within the 
cadre, individual assertiveness, collegiality, and motivate individuals to try new ideas in 
their classroom (Ghamrawi, 2013).  
 As in-service music teachers were offered the opportunity to build upon any pre-
existing experiences or formalized training in improvisation, a significant process known 
as recursive elaboration took place (Davis & Simmt, 2006; Proulx, 2011). Throughout 
this process, “one refines and re-elaborates elements of personal knowledge,” so that 
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ultimately knowledge is both deepened and refined (Proulx, 2011, p. 94). Given that each 
member of the cadre had a different and varied set of experiences, musical and otherwise, 
each person benefited from the diversity of knowledge brought by their peers.  
In a Brazilian study on mathematics professional development, the researchers set 
forth a concept of PD that is “a non-linear process, variable in time, that occurs in relation 
to individuals’ teaching experiences and mathematical learning” (Ferreira & Miorim, 
2011, p. 138). The PD experience was considered dialectical in nature as participating 
teachers allowed their prior experiences and knowledge to interface with the new 
knowledge presented during each PD session. It is also important to note that each 
participant, including the participant-researcher, maintained an equal status, having the 
ability to voice opinions, concerns, or insights when desired. The present study is framed 
around such presuppositions, although situated within the context of musical 
improvisation. Participating teachers were given opportunities to lead, share, question, 
perform, reflect, and self-edit as they work through the process of developing an ability to 
improvise throughout the sessions.  
Five guiding principles of effective professional development, according to a 
2013 report sponsored by the Center for Public Education and the National School 
Boards Association, helped shape the model used in this study. The guiding principles 
include: (1) the duration of professional development must be significant and ongoing to 
allow time for teachers to learn a new strategy and grapple with the implementation 
problem, (2) there must be support for a teacher during the implementation stage that 
addresses the specific challenges of changing classroom practice, (3) teachers’ initial 
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exposure to a concept should not be passive, but rather should engage teachers through 
varied approaches so they can participate actively in making sense of a new practice, (4) 
modeling has been found to be highly effective in helping teachers understand a new 
practice, and (5) the content presented to teachers shouldn’t be generic, but instead 
specific to the discipline (for middle school and high school teachers) or grade-level (for 
elementary school teachers) (Gullamhussein, 2013). In the final chapter, I will use each 
of these principles as a way to check the effectiveness of the current model of 
professional development at the conclusion of the study. 
Non-formal vs. Informal 
 The use of the term non-formal is not to be confused with the more common 
informal. The aim with this model of professional development is to provide a loosely 
structured environment that allows for creativity within reasonable and helpful 
boundaries. There is both structure and freedom within the non-formal setting. Informal 
settings generally lack structure, but enable relatively unrestricted freedom. Complete 
freedom can be paralyzing to inexperienced improvisers, so each session began with an 
activity that served as a springboard for further exploration. Using the non-formal 
approach, the session is planned, but highly adaptable according to the direction willed 
by the participants, collectively and/or individually (Eshach, 2007).  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to explore the potential implications of non-formal, 
peer-led professional development in musical creativity for in-service instrumental music 
teachers who have little experience with improvisation. Participants came from 
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conservatory-influenced backgrounds and had limited interactions with musical creativity 
as music education majors during their undergraduate studies. Cavicchi (2009) noted the 
bifurcated experience of many music students (K–12 or college level) as they experience 
music inside the school curriculum and experience music outside of school. Musicality is 
defined very differently within the context of a musical institution as compared to the 
everyday musical lives of people. “Institutionalized musicality” highlights a focus on 
formal works of the great Western canon composed by uniquely gifted artists as 
performed by highly skilled musicians who have been “trained to capture the essence of 
the composer’s intentions” (Cavicchi, 2009, p. 99). Cavicchi used the terms “formal” and 
“essence” to highlight the ontological nature of the institutional definition of musicality. 
Within such a framework, music is viewed as “a material thing that exists in itself” 
(Cavicchi, 2009, p. 99). Meaning is created as performers and listeners experience “the 
complex unfolding of a work’s structure” (Cavicchi, 2009, p. 99). Contrary to the 
institutional view, Cavicchi posits that the everyday sort of musicality that people 
experience, such as singing with friends or listening to music while one works, does not 
have any sort of “tangible effect or meaning ‘in itself’; it only becomes significant and 
meaningful when people ‘do’ it” (Cavicchi, 2009, p. 99).  
Because undergraduate conservatory-influenced music education generally 
promotes reproductive acts in favor of productive acts (i.e., recreating accepted 
performance practices within the Western art tradition versus creating something unique 
and personal), music educators who have such a background could benefit the most from 
a musically creative peer group. For some teachers, myself included, the lack of creative 
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exploration during undergraduate training was a significant factor in feeling unprepared 
to teach improvisation with any sense of authority or comfort in a classroom setting. As I 
faced teaching a high school jazz band for the first time in 2003, I realized that although I 
enjoy several types of jazz and even know good charts to select for my ensemble, the 
hallmark of jazz — improvisation — was largely foreign to me. As it was discovered, 
this study has provided personal and professional benefits for all participants, and I would 
like to see the benefits extend to other groups of music educators who choose to utilize 
this model of in-service teacher education. 
Research Questions 
 In order to focus the aims of this action research study, two research questions 
were developed to help achieve the following goals: to develop and implement a useful 
and meaningful approach to Professional Development for instrumental music teachers 
who do not feel fully prepared to teach improvisation, and develop a deeper 
understanding of the participating teachers’ experiences with this model of professional 
development. 
1. How do music teachers with conservatory-influenced backgrounds perceive 
the personal and professional need to better understand musical creativity 
through improvisation, and what motivates these teachers to pursue a better 
understanding of improvisation? 
2. In what ways does the peer-led approach to professional development in 
improvisation benefit the personal and professional lives of music teachers 
with conservatory-influenced backgrounds? 
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With these aims in place, a theoretical framework based in Dewey’s democratic approach 
to education was utilized to help guide and inform the process by which these questions 
will be answered. 
Theoretical Framework: We Learn Together, We Learn by Doing 
 In this study, the approach to improvisation-centered professional development is 
framed by democracy in education as principally espoused by John Dewey (1916/2009), 
and is undergirded by the principal of human equality. The reason democratic education 
(if not democracy at large) can operate successfully is the fundamental equality and 
commonality of worth and value for all humanity. 
Democracy and education have had a unique relationship in American history. 
Although John Dewey very thoroughly laid the groundwork for a thoughtful application 
of democratic principals in education approximately a century ago, it has more recently 
been earnestly reconsidered beyond the academy and occasional experimental school 
application (Allsup, 2003; Dewey, 1916/2009; 1938/1997; Higgins & Campbell, 2010; 
Meier, 1995/2002; Shusterman, 2000; Westerlund, 2006; Woodford, 2005). Dewey 
(1937) locates the commonality of human value in reason, intelligence, and the capacities 
of human nature. More specifically, “belief in equality is an element of the democratic 
credo” (Dewey, 1937). According to Dewey (2016), the concept of democracy “is more 
than a form of government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint 
communicated experience” (p. 73). When our distinct experiences as individuals are 
valued by one another, we gain the opportunity for growth as we create something unique 
(Allsup, 2007). Both teacher and student share in the process as co-investigators, which 
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means the typical authoritarian models of music teaching will not suffice. Knowledge 
does not travel in a singular direction from teacher to student. This outmoded way of 
thinking has been described by Freire (2000) as a “banking concept of education” in 
which “knowledge is bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon 
those whom they consider to know nothing” (p. 72). This is antithetical to critical 
thinking and creativity (Allsup, 1997). Instead, the concept of reciprocity should be “at 
the heart of the teacher-student relationship” (Allsup, 2007, p. 55) or teaching with rather 
than teaching to (Allsup, 2003). Both parties benefit from one another as they reflect 
through critical and subjective discourse (Meadows, 2013). 
Contrary to the Kantian and Cartesian commitment to ontological dualism (a 
subject and an independent world), Dewey, following Hegel, viewed the individual as 
connected to the world (Dewey, 1934/2005; Packer & Goicoechea, 2000): 
The identification of the mind with the self, and the setting up of the self as 
something independent and self-sufficient, created such a gulf between the 
knowing mind and the world that it became a question how knowledge was 
possible at all…. When knowledge is regarded as originating and developing 
within an individual, the ties which bind the mental life of one to that of his 
fellows are ignored and denied. (Dewey, 1916/2009, pp. 237, 240)  
There is a necessary social and moral plane to Dewey’s vision for education (Dewey, 
1902; Wang, 2009). Both the means and end of education can be said to be a unique 
coupling of the “thoughtful criticism and mediation of all experience…with a moral 
obligation to others” (Woodford, 2005, p. xiii). Woodford said this dynamic serves as a 
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“foundation for personal responsibility and creativity” (2005, p. 3). In Dewey’s (1938) 
proposed progressive model or “new education” there is an “intimate and necessary 
relation between the processes of actual experience and education” (p. 20). Dewey (1939) 
claimed, “Since the process of experience is capable of being educative, faith in 
democracy is all one with faith in experience and education” (p. 3). Experience is a 
powerful medium of learning. Experience, according to Dewey (1939) is that “free 
interaction of individual human beings with surrounding conditions, especially the human 
surroundings, which develops and satisfies need and desire by increasing knowledge of 
things as they are” (p. 3). 
In Higgins and Campbell’s (2010) work on group improvisation, the application 
of Deweyan democracy within music education leads to a few key points: (1) making 
“expressive music within the group” is important, (2) every group member knows that 
they are “welcome to contribute,” and (3) the group’s resultant product stems from “the 
contributions of every individual” (p. 3). Democracy, at its foundation, is essentially a 
matter of equality (Woodford, 2005). Whether one considers politics, social structures, or 
economics, democracy – as an ideal – levels the playing field by recognizing the 
commonality of human value. Each participant had an equal value and voice within the 
professional development sessions. The power structure was neither top-down nor 
bottom-up. It was a lateral relationship as participants shared leadership (Allsup, 2012; 
Ghamrawi 2010, 2013). “At the heart of democratic learning is dialogue, where power is 
negotiated through shared decision making” (Allsup, 2003, p. 27). A democratic 
environment will foster and open “spaces for disclosure and self-revelation,” as opposed 
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to the “conservatory or conservative music education [which] knows a priori what 
students must do and how they must do it” (Allsup, 2012, 177). 
Because we learn through experience, essentially by doing, it is not simply 
enough to have a group of band directors talk about great strategies for incorporating 
improvisation in their classrooms (Dewey, 1938/1997). We must do, we must play and 
participate, and we must engage improvisation as a creative activity. As noted by Väkevä 
(2012), “we do not experience the world as mere onlookers, occasionally captivated by 
its beauty. Instead, we actively participate in its processes” (p. 97). Within this context, 
Dewey stated that: 
[Freedom], which will enable an individual to make his own special contribution 
to a group interest, and to partake of its activities in such ways that social 
guidance shall be a matter of his own mental attitude, and not a mere authoritative 
dictation of his acts. (Dewey, 1916/2009, p. 244) 
Allsup (1997) warned that “Music cannot be taught from the perspective of cultural 
indoctrination. Neither jazz nor classical music should be presented as an ideal, but 
should be treated as a site of exploration, a place to discover” (p. 83). The free 
exploration of improvisation concepts was a critical step in the musical growth of the 
participants. It is understandably imperative for a music teacher to engage interactively 
with the very music intended to be taught (Campbell, 2004).  
 Dewey’s (1916/2009) vision of democratic education included a focus on process 
over product as well as the realization that an end point is never reached in the pursuit of 
democratic education. The learning process is ongoing and should be considered a 
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lifelong pursuit (Allsup, 2007). One is in a process of ‘becoming.’ The participants in this 
study have taken an active role in shaping their commitment to lifelong learning by 
addressing the apparent lack of familiarity, ability, and comfort with improvisation 
inspired by a love for teaching.  
Why This Matters: The Action Research Benefit 
A distinctive benefit of action research lies in the personal connection an educator 
has to the subject, process, outcome, and subsequent professional growth. Hobson (2001) 
describes the reflection component of action research as “a process of making sense of 
one’s experience and telling the story of one’s journey” (p. 8). In order to understand the 
personal nature of this project, it is important for the reader to know about my 
background and how I came to this point in my life as a musician and educator.  
I grew up in a musical family and listened to a wide variety of music at home, in 
the car, and at church. My father has been a professional freelance trumpet player for 
several decades in various settings (e.g., orchestral, big band jazz, Latin jazz, praise and 
worship). He purchased a cornet for me when I was born and so it seemed a foregone 
conclusion that I would be a brass player. When I was very young, (4–5 years old) I 
would sit with my dad after he finished teaching private lessons for the day and he would 
give me a short lesson. I usually just tried to match the pitch that he played. It was fun to 
make sounds, and although I did not pursue the study of trumpet/cornet at that time, I 
enjoyed myself for both musical and social reasons; I was able to make fun sounds with 
my dad. 
My mother played guitar for several years as a hobbyist, mostly playing John 
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Denver songs. It was through the guitar that I took my first serious steps as a musician in 
junior high school. I was simultaneously impressed and jealous when a friend of mine 
learned Come as You Are by Nirvana on the guitar sometime in 8th grade. I wanted to 
play an instrument too. There are few things cooler to a junior high adolescent than 
playing guitar or drums. We had a guitar. My parents were supportive of my choice to 
learn the guitar and my dad drove me to guitar lessons every week. The guitar became 
my entry point to the band program at my high school. A friend of the family was a band 
director in the same school district and he encouraged me to join the jazz band at my 
school when I was halfway through with my freshmen year. I was fortunate that my high 
school band director not only allowed me to join halfway through the school year, but 
also encouraged me to get involved with the wind bands as well. I rediscovered the cornet 
when I joined the freshmen wind band. 
I enjoyed band more than any other classes in high school. When I was a 
sophomore, I was persuaded to switch to the euphonium section by my closest friend. I 
liked the range of the instrument and once I heard the brass section coach play, I was 
transfixed by the tone quality of the euphonium. All the while, I continued to play guitar 
in the jazz band and learned enough to fake my way through any solos that were expected 
of me. I used my ear mostly, but had a vague sense of music theory that would enable me 
to move along with the chord progression, often just restate the melody in fragments or 
arpeggiate the chord tones, and add some chromatic notes when it sounded good. The 
blues scale also became a staple of my improvised solos, as it does for most young 
musicians. Results varied depending on the style of the tune and the complexity of the 
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chord progressions. 
Toward the end of my junior year I was quite certain that I wanted to be a band 
director. I began pumping my director for information and reached out to the same family 
friend who encouraged me to get involved with the band program in the first place. The 
local band director association (Southern California School Band and Orchestra 
Association) held conferences in the fall and winter, so I started attending as a senior in 
high school to get more insight as I made early decisions about choosing my major in 
college and what would be my profession in the future. I applied to the school that had 
everything I was looking for: a solid music department, low student to teacher ratio, a 
biblical studies component, and a local campus to which I could commute. While still a 
student at Biola University, the music department was redesignated as a conservatory 
based on the standards described by the National Association of Schools of Music 
(NASM) under the leadership of the new department chair. Nothing had actually changed 
after the designation, but rather it was a more accurate description of the method of 
teaching within the music program that was already in place. There were many 
opportunities I had as a student due to the relatively small size of the music program 
(approximately 100 music majors), such as the opportunity to conduct the Symphonic 
Winds as a student conductor. I had the responsibility of organizing the spring semester 
Pops Concert, and preparing a selection for each semester concert. Additional 
opportunities allowed me to conduct a selection on the 2002 recording session (October 
by Eric Whitacre) and I was also given the opportunity to conduct a selection with the 
band during our performance at the 2003 All State conference (Julius Fucik’s Florentiner 
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March).  
I was part of the first class of students to be required to take a course in 
improvisation for the Bachelor of Music degree at Biola. I enjoyed the course immensely, 
though it did not focus on a particular genre or pedagogical approach that would have a 
great influence on my role as an educator. Were I able to reflect metacognitively 
throughout the course, I may have had a stronger footing to approach teaching 
improvisation once I took my first job as a teacher. I merely navigated the course, and I 
wish I could take it again. 
In my first, and current position at John F. Kennedy High School in La Palma, 
California, I was faced with the task of teaching improvisation in the jazz band class, but 
had a very weak sense of pedagogy and ultimately offered advice from a detached point 
of view. I was not willing to play along with the students once we got to a point that was 
creatively uncomfortable for me. Generally speaking, I was comfortable picking literature 
for the jazz band, I was comfortable leading the wind bands from the podium, I began to 
get comfortable with a large marching band, but when it came to teaching students how 
to improvise, I was only willing to take the students as far as I could, and hoped that 
some individuals would just be naturally better at improvising so I could rely on them to 
take solos. As I have reflected back on my early years of teaching in the last few years, I 
realize I felt like a charlatan in front of my class. I was supposed to be the content expert 
in the room, but I hit a very real wall with respect to my abilities. 
My inability to teach improvisation was reflected in the jazz band performances. 
The band played very well as an ensemble, but once a soloist stood up it became clear 
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within the first few notes that they were not prepared to improvise, which really means 
they were not taught well. Rather than try to cover over my shortcomings as a teacher, I 
have made it my mission to be a better improviser and teacher of improvised music. That 
has taken me down various pedagogical paths that I had hoped would yield positive 
results for my students and myself, some of which have been wonderful blessings and 
some that have only served to cloud the already mysterious. I have endeavored to follow 
Mack’s (1993) recommendations to listen to more jazz music, pursue advanced degrees, 
improve my improvisational skills, rehearse throughout the school year for a substantial 
amount time each week, encourage my students to improvise (not just play pretend with 
written solos), and utilize jazz combos for any interested students (Goodrich, 2005). 
I want to offer my students the best pedagogical practices based on strong 
philosophical principals. Once I faced the question whether improvisation could even be 
taught (Hickey, 2009), I realized there was much more to my personal journey than I ever 
thought before. This action research study is an important personal and professional quest. 
I want to overcome a specific lack in my training and ability for the benefit of my 
students; not just the jazz band students, but all of my students who have had music 
education narrowly defined by my ability or inability to teach. Through many 
conversations with colleagues I have found that inadequacy is a common feeling. If we 
could rely on one another to struggle through the missing components of our pedagogical 
toolbox as a peer group, we would all be the better for it. So with the identified need to 
understand improvisation not only from a distance, but in the first person, we have set out 
to develop ourselves as professionals.	
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Chapter Two: Putting a Plan in Place 
To assist me with exploring how teachers can learn via Dewey’s notion of 
learning by experience, I utilized an action research design model. With this research 
design, I could interact and learn with a small peer group of band directors with similar 
conservatory-influenced undergraduate training in order to document the changes that 
took place collectively and individually over a two-month period of improvisation-based 
jam sessions. The peer group met for non-formal improvisation activities with their 
instrument of choice, which in some cases was not their primary instrument, for eight, 
hour-long sessions. Both jazz (e.g., blues) and non-jazz (e.g., world music) improvisation 
exercises were utilized during the sessions. Focus group interviews took place at the 
outset, midpoint, and upon the conclusion of the eighth session in order to provide insight 
into their existing attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge, as well as any changes that took 
place over the two-month period. In order to gain even greater insight to the personal 
experience of all participants, each person maintained a reflective journal throughout the 
study, noting his or her detailed experience. 
In this action research study, I aimed to accomplish the following goals: 
1. Develop and implement a useful and meaningful approach to improvisation-
focused staff development sessions for instrumental music teachers who do not 
feel fully prepared to teach improvisation. 
2. Develop a deeper understanding of the participating teachers’ experiences with 
the improvisation-focused professional development sessions.  
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Research Design 
The research problem is not only very personal and practical, but as I have come 
to realize, it is a rather common one. Due to the nature of the problem, the general 
research approach chosen for this study is Practical Action Research (Sagor, 2000; 
Schmuck, 2006). Action research designs are geared toward empowering a practicing 
educator (e.g., classroom teacher) to address a specific situation within the context of 
their school, district, or slightly broader localized area in an effort to improve practice 
(Creswell, 2002). The lack of training and experience in improvisation is a significant 
deficiency for many band directors (as it may also be for choral, orchestral, and general 
music teachers). Since the aim is to improve practice by focusing on teacher development, 
no other research method or design addresses the questions in quite the same manner. In 
the interest of going beyond a survey of band directors to point out the existence of a 
problem, or drawing a correlation between possible origins and factors related to the 
stated problem, the goal of addressing the problem with a Practical Action Research 
design is to affect a positive change in the actual teaching practice of individuals who 
recognize their need for growth.  
IRB Approval 
Because each participant was an adult and the nature of the study was neither 
dangerous nor harmful, approval from the Institutional Review Board was simple and 
straightforward (Appendix A). Signed consent was unnecessary so each participant 
consented to participate verbally after the consent document was read aloud during the 
initial focus group interview (Appendix B). Participants were offered the opportunity to 
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be referred to using a pseudonym to avoid identification within the report, though all 
participants declined in preference of keeping their names associated with the study. A 
letter of participation and commendation was sent to each teacher’s principal to make the 
principal aware of the teacher’s commitment to quality education and professional 
development after completing the final focus group interview (Appendix C). 
Selection of Participants 
This study involved a group of five band directors from the Los Angeles and 
Orange County areas whose interest was solicited through email and phone contact 
(Appendix D). A total of 19 band directors were contacted via email, out of which five 
people responded favorably, which would have totaled six participants including the 
researcher. These 19 directors were purposively sampled based on their proximity to the 
location of the sessions, lack of experience with improvisation coupled with an 
expectation to teach improvisation in the classroom, and their potential interest in 
participating in improvisation sessions (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  
Participants 
The participants for the study included: Matt T., a band director at an Orange 
County private Christian junior high school who has been teaching for 10 years; Matt P., 
a band director at a Los Angeles County public middle school who has been teaching for 
12 years; Phil, a band director at a Los Angeles County public high school who has been 
teaching for 7 years; Kate, a band director at a Los Angeles County private Christian 
school serving students in both elementary and junior high school who has been teaching 
for 15 years; and myself, a director at an Orange County public high school who has been 
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teaching for 12 years. For such a relatively small group, we were able to enjoy a variety 
of school settings representing public schools, private Christian schools, Orange County, 
Los Angeles County, as well as both male and female director perspectives. All 
participants had modest or limited experience with improvisation and jazz pedagogy.	
Interviews 
The study convened with an introductory interview (Appendix E) using a semi-
structured interview protocol and open-ended interview approach in order to determine 
the experiences each person had with improvisation with respect to their undergraduate 
training, pre-service experiences with improvisation, in-service experiences with 
improvisation, talk through norms and expectations for the eight sessions, and to discuss 
desired goals from participation (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007; Orcher, 2005). The interviews 
were conducted as a focus group so that each person was able to interact with the 
thoughts of others within the discussion and have an opportunity to fully explain 
themselves, which is congruent with the theoretical framework of Deweyan democracy. 
Using open-ended questions served to probe the participants’’ experience without being 
overly prescriptive about the expected answers (Orcher, 2005). One participant was 
unable to meet at the specified time, so she emailed her responses to the questionnaire, 
which was made available to all participants ahead of time in order to provide adequate 
time to think through responses.  
Group interviews also took place at the mid-point and conclusion of the study to 
help track changes from the initial thoughts and experiences of the participating teachers. 
Comparing the observable version of “what is happening” during the sessions with the 
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individual and collective experiences helps provide a richer expression of the 
effectiveness and worthwhile qualities of the professional development experience (Gall, 
Gall, & Borg, 2007). The interviews were recorded with a Zoom H4n audio recorder, 
transcribed by a professional service, and then imported into NVivo. 
Sessions 
Upon completion of the initial focus group interview, the participating teachers 
met for a series of loosely structured (non-formal) improvisation-based jam sessions over 
a two-month period. The professional development sessions took place in a North Orange 
County High School band room. This venue provided enough space for a small ensemble, 
access to additional instruments as needed, music stands, and a dry erase board to 
diagram chord progressions or communicate other necessary information. In each 
meeting, the group began with a guided exercise to invite participation, which then 
followed with a series of variations or developments. I led the first four sessions of 
guided exercises out of a total number of eight, hour-long sessions as a complete 
participant and facilitator. Acting as a complete participant allowed me to observe from 
inside the professional development process (Gall et al., 2007). The first four 
improvisation sessions featured various ideas from Free to Be Musical (Higgins & 
Campbell, 2010): Keep Breathing (session one and two), Be Free (session two), Riff 
Around (session three and four), and Drone On (session three and four). The first two 
sessions centered on free improvisation, and the third and fourth session utilized more 
formal elements such as playing the Indian Pentatonic scale while still maintaining a free 
approach. The goal for each session was to faithfully lead the activities according to the 
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authors’ direction (Higgins & Campbell, 2010) and to elicit participation from everyone. 
A balance between structure and freedom helped guide the overarching approach to the 
choice of improvisation activities (Hickey, 2009). Since one of the purposes of the peer 
group sessions in this study is to help foster creative thinking through improvisation, any 
method of improvisation that is overly prescriptive and does not meet this end will be of 
little benefit on its own. 
The same person who was unable to meet for the initial focus group interview was 
unable to attend the first two sessions, so she thought it best to officially leave the study, 
leaving us with a total of five participants (the data from her initial questionnaire were 
used to further substantiate the starting point for all of the participating directors).  
The four remaining sessions were directed by each of the participants (e.g., PD 
Teacher Leader). This helped promote shared leadership among the group of participants 
in addition to the regular opportunities to share and lead during each session beyond the 
initial exercise (Ghamrawi 2010, 2013). In each session, all participants helped guide the 
direction of our time together after the initial improvisation event took place which is 
portrayed in Chapter Three. By waiting for the mid-point to transfer the leadership 
responsibilities to the other participants I was able to establish the norms and 
expectations for our time together by modeling both content (guided activity followed by 
a collaborative decision for next steps), and a democratic approach (Appendix F). This 
effectively negated the common feelings of fear and anxiety participants had at the outset 
of the study in order to build confidence and a desire to continue with the study. This also 
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provided opportunities for learning, sharing information, and reflection throughout the 
process. 
Journals	
Participants were instructed to keep a journal throughout the professional 
development period in order to note their personal thoughts about the process, their fears 
and triumphs, any changes that took place in their musical habits or practices, and their 
attempts to apply the content to their classroom. Hobson (2001) recommends journals as 
part of action research to keep a “written record of practice” that includes descriptive 
writing as well as reflective writing (p. 19).  
Journals were collected at the midpoint and at the conclusion of the final focus 
group to make data organization both manageable and immediately insightful due to the 
reflective feedback process during the study. Allowing for reflective feedback throughout 
the process helped stave off potentially unhelpful, harmful, unnecessary, boring, or 
redundant paths of instruction. Collecting the journals at the midpoint was particularly 
helpful because it was also the point in which leadership was transferred to the other 
participants. Being able to address lingering questions or simply confirm the direction we 
would proceed in was a key step in maintaining the positive momentum from the first 
half.  
Observations 
Each session was continuously video recorded using a Sony Camcorder (Mini DV 
tape) for observation and analytical purposes (Hobson, 2001). Recordings were 
transcribed and catalogued using NVivo software. Recordings served as an objective 
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reference for each event, which allowed for observable patterns to emerge. Being able to 
refer back to an actual recording of an event rather than relying upon my memory of an 
event was invaluable in the data analysis process. Unfortunately, the sound quality was 
not always consistent because of the distance between the participants and the Camcorder.  
Exit Slips 
As a way of providing multiple perspectives on the content and effectiveness of 
the professional development, participating teachers returned an exit slip upon conclusion 
of the improvisation sessions in order to provide immediate feedback about the activities 
of the day, ask questions, express concerns and offer suggestions. This was an informal 
way to stay in touch with the participants’ experience session by session. .  
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Information and insight were gained from a variety of elements including 
interviews, journals, exit slips, and video recordings of each session. Emergent themes 
from the study have undergone both an interpretational analysis and reflective analysis 
(Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). All raw materials (transcripts of interviews and video 
sessions, journals, and exit slips) were imported to NVivo software to help with 
cataloguing and sorting priorities based on the frequency of key words and concepts in 
the data, such as fear, anxiety, laughter, surprise, and collaboration.  
An initial set of codes were developed from the research questions and literature 
prior to the study, which reflected broad categories that I expected to find useful when 
reviewing data (e.g., ANX – fear and anxiety, TRUST – trusting others in the group to 
participate freely, FREE IMPROV – free improvisation approach, TRAD IMPROV – 
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traditional jazz and blues approach to improvisation, and IMPROV EXP – prior 
experience in improvisation). Additional codes developed throughout the study 
inductively and reflected what was taking place during our time together (e.g., LAUGH – 
laughter during sessions, SCHED – scheduling problems, COLLAB – collaboration for 
content, CARE – teacher care/camaraderie, and CHOICE – choice and freedom to 
participate vs. compulsory participation) (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  
Analysis was situated within a reflective action research approach. Informal data 
analysis took place throughout the collection of data during the study to help identify 
patterns. Based on this informal analysis, reflections served as a basis for creating and 
modifying questions in the mid-point and final interviews (Orcher, 2005). Each session 
was continuously video recorded because of the intent to “not focus on a specific set of 
observational variables,” but rather conduct a “protocol analysis, which involves 
generating and interpreting a chronological narrative of everything that the individual 
does or everything that occurs in a particular setting” (Gall, et. al., 2007, p. 269). Chapter 
3 is devoted to presenting the improvisation sessions and focus group interviews in 
chronological order to portray the experiences that the participants went through as they 
learned to improvise and improve their improvisation skills. This helped to reveal 
emergent patterns of like-content, which are taken up in the final chapter. 
Trustworthiness 
 The combination of interviews, journals, and recorded (audio and video) 
observations served to provide a rich description of the professional development process 
and helped ensure trustworthiness of the study content (Geertz, 1973/2000; Ponterotto, 
  
44	
2006). Before the final report, participants received an intermediate report of findings so 
they could review and edit comments freely. Once the final report was written, the 
participants again received a copy for review to ensure that points of view were 
accurately represented. These member checks served to both “verify the accuracy of the 
transcriptions,” and “the adequacy of the interpretations of the data” (Orcher, 2005, p. 74). 
Comparing the development of attitudes and beliefs from the outset of the study to the 
mid-point and final interviews and review of journal entries led to both a dialogic and 
catalytic validity of the study, since participants were energized and “open to 
transforming their vie of reality in relation to their practice,” and there was a high degree 
of “reflective dialogue among all the participants” (Gall et al., 2007, p. 611). By allowing 
participants the opportunity to interact with the reporting of this study yielded democratic 
validity as well (Gall et al., 2007).  
I was able to solicit individuals for a peer review of my study as well. Two peer 
readers were theologians who were asked to specifically consider the content of the 
theoretical framework in the context of the whole study. Additional peer reviews were 
completed by an unaffiliated music education professor at a local university and a local 
choir teacher (secondary level). Critical reading of the entire study by my dissertation 
committee also helped to identify personal biases, and served as an external audit of the 
findings. 
Delimitations and Boundaries 
 The nature of such a series of human-dependent interactions are very dynamic and 
result in divergent experiences based on the prior knowledge of participants, the 
  
45	
individual willingness to participate fully, and the commitment level of the teacher-leader. 
As one would expect, the effectiveness of professional development is largely dependent 
upon the motivation and orientation of the participants (Gullamhussein, 2013; Hunzicker, 
2011). The non-formal and peer-led environment embraced in the current model of 
professional development, which is designed to foster free interactions and collegiality, 
will not survive in the context of institutional mandates, despite how well-intentioned 
they may be. Genuine learning and growth does not readily occur in an overly 
prescriptive environment (Dewey, 1916/2009). Mandates oppose freedom in a 
fundamental sense. Teachers will learn in a more authentic manner when they freely 
choose to engage in the specific type of professional development that interests them 
(Gullamhussein, 2013). 
 The group of participants included both male and female participants, although 
the balance favored males (4 males and 1 female). Each participating teacher had an 
individual voice both in the sessions as well as through his or her journal so each person, 
male or female, had an opportunity to fully explore his or her first-person experience. An 
additional limitation of this study was discovered as we collaborated on a schedule. It 
was very difficult to coordinate the schedules of six band directors from the outset, which 
is why one participant ultimately left the study. We each noted how incredibly busy we 
were, even when we were supposed to be on “vacation” from school. It seems that it is 
the nature of a dedicated band director to have a very full schedule, making it challenging 
to find free time for collaboration and professional development. 
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Chapter Three: Free to be Vulnerable 
Each session brought a unique sense of development and progress for each 
participant so it will be helpful to work through the study chronologically in order to give 
the reader a clear understanding of the lived experience the participants had. Each session 
is like a TV show episode. Each has a central theme and the characters interact with the 
theme throughout the allotted timeframe. There are eight “episodes” to consider with the 
addition of three focus group meetings. Before beginning the improvisation sessions, all 
participants gathered for a focus group interview to help establish a starting point and 
explore each participant’s background. 
Initial Focus Group Interview (May 9, 2015): You mean there are notes other than 
oom and pa? 
The conversation seemed very natural for our first time together as a group. As I 
looked around the table, I realized everyone was a friend of sorts. Some I have known for 
nearly 20 years going back to college, some I have known for a couple of years through 
other mutual friends, but ultimately I realized that every person was there because each 
shared certain values. We all wanted to do right by our students and offer them the best of 
ourselves. There were a variety of experiences each person brought with them, but a 
common thread as well: We all believed we could be better teachers, especially in the 
area of improvisation. Some have tried to fill the gaps through in-service or conference 
sessions, but no one seemed to think a huge shift really took place in their understanding 
or teaching of improvisation. In reality, how can 50 minutes with a professional jazz 
musician change you in a lasting and meaningful way as a pedagogue? I am a great 
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admirer of Jamie Aebersold1, but my students are not able to improvise any better after 
watching his DVD if that is the only insight they receive (external input without hands on 
application). It became clear that the “doing” of improvisation is paramount to our 
growth as educators. We can talk about improvisation, we can discuss great techniques or 
projects, but if we do not actually improvise, we are deluding ourselves into thinking we 
will have a lasting impact on our students’ ability to improvise successfully.  
I began our time together by setting the stage for the study. I described my 
personal journey beyond the first version of my dissertation proposal (focusing on the 
measurement of students’ ability to think creatively in music) to the need for the current 
version, which focused on the teachers’ role and need for first-hand experience in musical 
creativity. It helped the participants to understand the context out of which this set of 
professional development sessions was going to proceed. Expectations for the study were 
set forth for our time together to ensure the relational dynamic was productive. I asked 
the group to trust one another, to have faith in one another and realize the level of safety 
that exists within the peer group. In order for one to feel safe, to be vulnerable, to 
improvise, to expose one’s own weakness — to a colleague especially — we must have 
the same ground rule understanding that we are co-investigators of new information. We 
are learning together. There was a buzz of excitement as we worked through the 
questionnaire and realized how alike we all were.  
For the purposes of this study, the definition of “conservatory-influenced program” 
was intentionally broad. An institution may not bear the name of Conservatory, but there 																																																								
1 Jamie Aebersold is a jazz improvisation icon who has paved the way for professionals 
and students through the many Play-Along books and audio tracks he has produced. 
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may be a conservatory-influenced approach to the curricular structure. If the general 
focus was on reproducing works of the great western canon with little attention paid the 
musically creative side, it is fair to say that the institutional focus is on conserving an 
artistic heritage. All of the participants thought this broad definition applied to their 
undergraduate and graduate schools, which included a private Christian university, a 
private secular university, two state universities, and an out of state graduate program 
designed specifically for band directors. 
Matt P. described his disconnect from jazz and improvisation as a tuba player: 
Once I got to college, talking to all the people that played jazz and improv - oh 
you got to know all the chords. I didn’t have any piano training in my youth. High 
school was straight tuba. I only played one and five. I didn’t realize that until I got 
to college there’s a 3rd, 9th, 7th.  
To which I jokingly replied, “there are notes beyond oom and pa?” The threat of music 
theory knowledge was a common factor that kept many from pursuing jazz and 
improvisation. Because the instrument itself could stymie participation, the band directors 
were told that they could choose any instrument they wanted to use for the study and they 
could even switch instruments throughout the study. Two out of five participants took 
that option and played a few different instruments during eight improvisation sessions. 
Each participant responded positively to the structure, aim, and requirements of 
the study. Reflecting upon the first meeting together, Matt T. noted that he was greatly 
encouraged by the commonly shared feelings of inadequacy as improvisers. Kate also 
noted her surprise with the shared sense of inadequacy we all had. “I have always felt 
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very uncomfortable improvising and figured it was because I was just not competent 
enough on my primary instrument. I had always assumed that other directors felt very 
comfortable in this area and it was just something that I needed to work on myself.” 
There was an assumption that each person was alone in his or her self-doubt, but it 
became clear that this was a more widespread issue among band directors than originally 
thought. 
First Improvisation Session (5/20/15): Just Keep Breathing, Just Keep Breathing, 
Just… 
In order to avoid the perceived scariness of the jazz idiom, as we all saw it, and to 
help strip away some of the emotional baggage we had with improvisation, we began 
with a simple and freeing concept: Keep Breathing from Free to Be Musical (Higgins & 
Campbell, 2010). As I prepared for our time together, I was apprehensive, because I was 
not sure if the content would seem overly simple. Keep Breathing ended up being 
everything I hoped it would be. The participants were very charitable in their willingness 
to let go of preconceived ideas on improvisation and even music in general. They were 
willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, which was very freeing and empowering. 
Breathing alone was difficult to hear collectively, even with the air conditioning system 
off. The participants said they could hear 2–3 other people, but could not hear 1–2 others 
in the group. I was surprised Matt P. was not able hear me exhale from across the circle, 
since I was forming enough of an embouchure to create some audible sound. After the 
first time we tried the activity we all felt very calm and relaxed from the prolonged deep 
breathing. Despite not being able to hear everyone in the group, this helped to focus each 
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individual on their natural breathing rhythm and calm any nerves that could interfere with 
the free improvisation that continued to build. According to Matt T., he “liked this as a 
foundation for the successive exercises. It felt free and relaxed. It gave a rhythmical 
‘home base’ to go back to if [he] ever felt lost.” The simplicity of the first exercise was a 
relief to Phil as well, “the breathing exercises were simple and indicated that the ideas of 
improvisation were much broader. I ended up using these exercises in my summer 
session marching band as a means of introducing breathing. I had students using this 
exercise as a means of getting to know each other and themselves.”  
As we moved into the vocalized breath, the activity took on more significance for 
us all. Every person was easily heard and there was a stronger sense of interplay. I 
enjoyed listening to the collaborative result of our sounds as well as trying to go against 
the general direction of the group (ascending in pitch while others descended in pitch 
throughout each exhale). When someone did something notably different, each person 
had a choice to interact or counteract. After closing out the exercise, everyone seemed to 
get more out of this part of the experience, although Kate noted she “was very hesitant 
and reserved when participating, especially at first. In the breathing [sic] I felt like I could 
hide within the group, but with the vocalizing I was worried about others hearing me, or 
judging how I sounded. I knew that I would especially stick out because I was the only 
female in the group, so my voice automatically sounded different because it was so much 
higher.” The next round I asked everyone to raise the volume of his or her voices during 
exhalation. The first round was generally soft and seemed like waves on the beach 
coming in and out very calmly. Once everyone made a concerted effort to raise their 
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volume some genuinely interesting harmonies and sound tapestries emerged. I truly 
enjoyed what we created. There was an awareness of both self and group it seemed to me. 
Kate noticed a difference as well, “as others got louder and more expressive with their 
vocalizing, I found that I did get a little more comfortable trying different sounds, but still 
did not want to be the focus or be heard over the others.” Matt T. noted, “This was a little 
intimidating at first but felt safer after a minute or so. The interplay between tones in this 
exercise was the interesting thing to me. It was fun hearing natural harmony happen for a 
moment and then change into a dissonance or the other way around. I loved that it was 
spontaneous and unrehearsed.”  
Once we added instruments, what was a simple and beautiful process became a 
surprising frustration for some. As Higgins and Campbell (2010) warned, those with 
institutional music training could struggle the most because of the pre-programmed 
patterns that exist in the fingers/mind. Kate asked if she could look at the vibraphone as 
she played and after a moment of thought, I said, “no” (which was echoed by the others 
in the group). Afterward, she was thankful because it allowed her to distance herself a bit 
more from the visual patterns into which she would have fallen. Matt T. and Matt P. both 
played instruments that are not their primary so they had a slightly easier time creating 
sounds freely, although Matt T. noted, “I did get a little frustrated during the exercise 
when I wanted to produce certain sounds or pitches on my instrument that I didn’t know 
how to produce. It made me want to know how to play the flute better.” Once we started 
“scribbling” (Higgins & Campbell, 2010) on the next round, the resultant sound was 
more interesting to listen to and participate in. At times, I was trying to vary my speed 
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and create as disjunctive a sound as possible. I fell back into some long tones to provide a 
central hub of sound as others swirled around. As this event started to settle down and 
draw to an end, I resisted the urge to give the signal. After momentary silence, I played a 
flurry of notes/sounds, which was picked up by a couple others. The sound died down 
again and I continued to resist ending…Matt P. played and sputtered what sounded like a 
puddle of condensation in his flugelhorn. Matt T. answered with a flutter on the flute, and 
I played a long slow glissando downward to silence. It seemed to be a much more 
profound ending than what would have been convenient in order to move on. I suppose 
that is a broader lesson to learn. Though it may seem like a simple truism, freedom is 
freeing. It is not necessarily convenient or timely. Freedom allows: it allows for searching, 
exploration, “mistakes,” and yields to something greater than that which we would have 
simply controlled and contrived. This was a great experience. “Going in and out of 
varying degrees of harmonious and dissonant sounds was a fun experience for me. I felt 
like I was a part of something artistic and beautiful even though I had not prepared my 
contribution,” noted Matt T. After all the weird sounds we generated throughout the 
evening vocalizing, and scribbling on our instruments, we wondered what Phil’s kids 
thought listening in as dad and his group of friends made the strangest of sounds. I joked 
with the group that I hoped they were not concerned he joined a cult.  
Kate had a great insight after the first session that would help her to relate to her 
students. The different events during the study reminded Kate: 
what it’s like for some of my students, especially my beginners. Sometimes I 
forget how intimidating it can be to try those first few notes on an instrument, 
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especially since you are not sure how it will sound, so this exercise gave me even 
more empathy for them. I also realized that if I play with my beginners more, they 
may feel more comfortable trying new sounds or notes, since they are not just on 
the spot by themselves in their lessons. 
Second Improvisation Session (5/23/15): You don’t need to be coy, Roy; just get 
yourself free. 
 Today we used Keep Breathing as a warm up to Be Free (Higgins & Campbell, 
2010). The first step of finding one’s breath rhythm went smoothly, so rather than stop 
the group to give more instructions, I gave instructions while we were still breathing with 
our eyes closed. “Now vocalize on your exhale.” We were able to transition seamlessly 
into the next development. Increasing intensity was easy while we were still vocalizing, 
so I led the group by modeling the direction I wanted to go (louder volume, full voice 
singing more than just humming). The group quickly picked up and went that direction 
immediately. It was remarkable how easily we took the vocal portion of Keep Breathing 
from an 11-minute collection of small events needing several directions in Session 1 to a 
continuous event lasting just over 3 minutes (though it seemed longer without reference 
to a clock because of the numerous harmonic changes that we shifted through). The 
“composition” was much more organic in its development than the first session, having a 
natural arc and agreed upon conclusion. There was a wonderful interactivity within the 
group throughout and an unspoken agreement to push toward a climax and recede toward 
a conclusion without visually or verbally communicating. Each participant echoed the 
same sentiments during the session and in reflection later. Kate stated in her journal, “I 
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felt much more comfortable this time. Even in the vocalizing portion where I was so 
hesitant before, I was more expressive and tried some new things.” This caused her to 
realize the value of reviewing and practicing new concepts several times with her 
students, since practicing these new concepts would lead to a level of comfort, which 
would lead to a greater level of expressivity for the student. Matt P. echoed this by stating, 
“the apprehension about what the exercises might entail seem to have been completely 
removed in this session. There was definitely a lot less tension I was feeling going into 
this session. I really enjoyed the group we have, it is fun and relaxed and I can explore 
myself musically for fun.” Going through the same exercises a second time allowed Matt 
P. to expand on what he was comfortable with previously, and to “be free to do anything; 
good sounds, bad sounds, weird sounds, natural, unnatural, everything. This really 
allowed me to free my mind.” Using our voices as well as instruments also offered a 
different medium for expression. Because of our own limitations on our instruments, our 
voice can give expression to what we actually intend to convey during an improvisation. 
Matt P. “really felt free because all the ideas that we couldn't put through our instrument 
were free to go through our voices.” 
For the next phase, we added instruments to complete the Keep Breathing warm 
up event, and the ideas seemed more fresh and inventive than the last session because the 
participants were more comfortable with the idea of free improvisation. The sort of free 
improvisation described here allows for basic boundaries of time and interpersonal 
relationships, but also allows for great musical freedom. Kate noted in her journal 
reflection, “I enjoyed the freedom and exploration of sounds….I knew whatever note I hit 
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would sound good, unlike my concerns about my voice cracking or sounding shaky. Even 
if I hit a ‘wrong’ sounding note, the notes still had a pleasing sound because of the 
instrument design.” This points to a significant difference between a vibraphone (or any 
keyboard instrument) and wind instruments: a characteristic tone will be easier to achieve 
and could be a good choice for all young improvisers (e.g., Orff-Schulwerk keyboards). 
The new elements for this session came from the activity Be Free. I asked 
everyone to make unconscious musical decisions and mindlessly play, ignoring the 
people around them. We did so, but found it difficult to stop from interacting with each 
other. Matt T. noted that he felt unsuccessful with this part of the activity because he, 
“gravitated towards mimicking and harmonizing with things [he] heard.” I think this 
underscores the social nature of our learning process. We want to resist the common 
direction in a controlled classroom to “work quietly on your own.” We want to learn with 
each other, especially through the medium of music, and even more so in free 
improvisation. This part of the session went for an extended period, likely due to the 
inwardly focused nature of the activity. Matt P. thought, “in hindsight, having to pull 
away from any construct where discipline, thought, or interaction… was eliminated, 
really helped in the flow of the exercise.” It was a challenge, but playing mindlessly 
helped eschew the typical patterns trained musicians would likely fall into (warm up 
exercises, scales, arpeggios, etc.) as we prepared for the next stage of the exercise. 
During the next development I asked the participants to interact with others in the 
group without thinking of themselves in the process, a complete reversal of the preceding 
instruction. Several small chains of imitation developed throughout this period. This part 
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of the activity was a relief for Matt T. since he is naturally inclined to interact through 
mimicking or call and response, though he noted in his journal about feeling a sense of 
limitation only because he chose to play a different secondary instrument for this session 
(clarinet). As I began to interact with someone I would then realize that someone else was 
interacting with me, so I had the choice to continue with either person. This activity was 
like a game of chase. After chasing someone you realize that you are also being chased. 
Matt P. had a similar thought, “it became interesting to see at first whether you played 
with them or try to run away from them. It was a lot of fun and out of all the exercises so 
far, this one was one that I could see doing over and over and over again and just having 
a real fun time playing cat and mouse and still exploring what you can do as a musician.” 
I had a significant realization during this exercise: as we move toward the jazz 
idiom we will face the same choices, “with whom do I want to interact?” If I am playing 
drums in a combo, I can choose to pick up on the rhythms of the soloist, the piano player, 
the bassist, whomever. Any person within that kind of improvisatory musical ensemble 
can choose with whom they want to interact throughout the musical event. The overall 
sound will be different in free improvisation as compared to a straight-ahead jazz combo, 
but the same process and skill is utilized, and in this case developed. This could be a 
great way to get young jazz musicians in the classroom to learn how to genuinely interact 
with other musicians without having to worry about the trappings of the idiom (note 
choices, articulations, swing interpretation, etc.). Kate thought the same thing, but for 
different reasons.  
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This would also be a good exercise with my students, even my beginners, to get 
them to explore what they can do on their instruments. Without feeling 
constrained to hit certain ‘right’ notes, they might be more willing to try new 
things which could make them better players. I think this would also be fun for 
my older students because it is so different than the normal class routine.  
Matt P. had a wonderfully insightful reflection on the study at this point: 
I'm finding that as a musician this is one of the few times where I can remember 
having a chance to be creative and explore the instrument in a nonsystematic way; 
not worrying about technique as much as just making music. I find that interesting 
because it does go against the way I was taught and how I teach currently. But I 
do wish I had more of this now that I've gone through it. I find myself stimulated 
at the end of the sessions to go and explore more and probably enhance any 
practicing I would do because I would want to explore those sounds that we did in 
the exercises. 
Phil was mixed at this point, both appreciating that the study was progressive in nature by 
taking small steps, building upon skills slowly with little stress, but also the frustration of 
limited understanding and having to “battle a bit with not receiving the instant 
gratification.” 
Third Improvisation Session (5/30/15): Minimalist Blues and the Hindustani Drone 
Two additional exercises from Higgins and Campbell (2010) were introduced in 
the third session: Riff Around and Drone On. My thought was to use the same bank of 
notes for each, which would provide some continuity and ultimately offer a couple ways 
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of looking at the same grouping of notes. We used the Indian Pentatonic scale (Figure 
3.1), which is essentially a dominant seventh chord with an added 4th/11th scale degree. 
Figure 3.1. Perfect 5th and perfect 4th drone with Indian Pentatonic Scale. 
 
It made for a relatively bluesy sound with an obvious dissonance (or rather different 
color) from the 4th scale degree. In order to become comfortable with the scale pattern we 
warmed up by playing the scale in half notes, quarter notes, and eighth notes. At the 
outset of Riff Around the group was instructed to create a 3-pitch motif (riff), before 
eventually moving on to a 5-note riff in a subsequent iteration. Once the first person 
established their riff, then each person added their complementary riff around the circle in 
sequence. Matt T. began the exercise and I tried to compliment his riff by playing 
something rhythmically varied, filling in some of the silence he left. As each person 
joined in, the overall sound continued to thicken and become more complex. Once each 
person had an opportunity to create and loop two different riffs, the lead player signaled 
the end of the event by resting. This allowed the sound to scale back as each person 
around the circle dropped out one-by-one. I never would have thought two tubas, a 
trombone, trumpet, and vibraphone could create such a fantastic array of sounds together. 
Though unorthodox, it is our musical identity as an ensemble, at least in the moment. 
Both Matt P. and Matt T. have switched instruments once or twice, but again I would say 
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that each time we meet we recreate our musical identity in terms of unusual 
instrumentation. I used a metronome to aid with keeping a steady pulse throughout, 
though that may have been unnecessary in hindsight.  
The second time we riffed around, we agreed to have a leader manipulate the 
sounds by adding or subtracting players, and raising or lowering the volume. Matt P. 
volunteered to lead the ensemble. By the time we added everyone around the circle, it 
was a very rich and enjoyable tapestry of complimentary sounds. The sound reminded me 
of Terry Riley’s In C in the way that many layers of riffs (rhythmically simple or 
complex) created a unique texture that continuously developed.  
I think it was helpful to provide some boundaries by limiting the initial rounds of 
Riff Around to only three notes. If I could adulterate Orwell’s (1950) dictum, “freedom is 
slavery,” I would say complete freedom is slavery. Even when considering free 
improvisation, it is helpful, if not comforting, to have some guidelines. Some could be 
paralyzed without some degree of structure. Those who have little improvisation 
experience consider some guidelines or structure a great help much like bowling with 
bumpers in the gutter. The right amount of limitation can promote greater freedom and 
creativity. Matt T. had a similar thought reflecting upon Riff Around, “It sounded good 
and enabled me to feel like I couldn’t ‘mess up’ as long as I stuck to the prescribed notes.” 
Similarly, Kate appreciated the guidelines, which “helped the solos not seem as 
overwhelming but gave [her] something specific to focus on while [she] played.” Moving 
out of the very free sounds of the first two sessions into a more prescribed harmonic area, 
there was a semblance of what most people would identify as “real music.” Even if it still 
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seems “avant garde” in nature, it had a bit of familiarity that made the experience even 
more enjoyable to me.  
As we transitioned into Drone On, I used the tone generator on the Dr. Beat 
metronome to give us a steady fundamental pitch (Bb) and then we all phased in and out 
with our breath on either Bb or F to create the drone. The vibes sounded both pitches 
simultaneously. We took turns as the soloist (still using the Indian Pentatonic scale) while 
the group maintained the drone. Matt P. appreciated the transition from Riff Around to 
Drone On and my initial demonstration solo, “Josh showed his solo to be very long and 
drawn out and not busy or rhythmically complex, I think that freed us from our anxiety 
and allowed us to be at ease.” The final iteration of the exercise was to allow the soloist 
complete chromatic freedom, while the drone component remained unchanged. I really 
enjoyed the way the drone held everything fixed and then as a soloist, I tried to unseat 
that consonant, fixed, quality. I used an analogy during the session that helps explain 
what I envisioned during this event. I imagine two sets of nails on a board with a rubber 
band connecting each end (essentially a Bb and an F). As the soloist, I tried to stretch 
those two bands in every direction and as far as possible, but they would always return to 
their fixed position. This exercise allows for great dissonance that always resolves 
whether it’s because of what I play next or because I stop playing. It was a very enjoyable 
and freeing experience to play with sounds and manipulate the character of the overall 
soundscape. It is significant that we think of play here. Play is fun, but not necessarily 
frivolous. Throughout these improvisation activities I felt a return to a youthful 
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enjoyment of something as simple as creating a sound on my instrument and 
manipulating that sound to create different effects and moods. This experience was a 
serious ludic impulse that intertwined both playfulness and vocational reality (Motte, 
2009). It served as a reminder that we play music, we don’t work music. Matt T. had his 
own analogy to describe the sensation from Drone On, “I liked that this gave a canvas 
with which to paint on ...a big, gray canvas with lots of space.” In Phil’s reflection he 
made a connection to a concept he learned from his primary tuba teacher, “Jim [Self] 
would say that the best musicians know their instruments without having to read music 
on a page. Sheet music is interpretive and improvisation is creation. When we are taking 
the time to know our instruments, we are allowing again for a stress-free learning 
environment.” In this same sense we can look to the way we can take this experience to 
our students in the classroom. Kate said: 
I think this type of beginning improvisation exercise would work well with my 
middle school students. I have found that most of them are so afraid of playing 
and creating a bad sound in front of others that they will not even try. Playing 
within certain constraints with a group sound backing them up may give them a 
first step to trying a solo. 
Matt P. also appreciated the sequence of events and felt a greater sense of 
freedom than at the outset, “It was really fun to see how everything built off of the last 
session into the session. Now that we were comfortable with everyone, and knew what 
we were supposed to be listening for and some of the exercises, you could really focus in 
on your tone and how to play with others. The hesitation that was there at first the first 
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and second sessions were pretty much gone.” The absence of chord changes or any 
specific form to our musical event helped to feel greater freedom than if we were playing 
a strict 12-bar blues form. A fixed timeline can be the enemy of musical creativity, 
particularly for the inexperienced. Matt T. noted: 
The need to keep track of chord changes as in a traditional jazz solo was removed. 
The chord never changed. Also, the quality of the chord was removed as well. 
The quality of that chord was dependent on what I did as a soloist. I really had 
total freedom to play any notes I wanted but without a great fear of messing up. 
Fourth Improvisation Session (6/14/15): Second Verse Same as the First 
The original plan for this session was to move into a 12-bar blues form so we had 
another type of activity, fearing that the free improvisation exercises would seem too 
rudimentary after a few sessions and that the directors would want to move on to 
something more idiomatic. On the contrary, Phil said he thought we took too big of a leap 
from session 2 to 3 in his exit slip, and he wanted more time with the Riff Around and 
Drone On exercises. Phil viewed “improv as another element of mastery in daily 
playing… [and] couldn't see… moving on musically without making an applicable skill.” 
In response to his request, I decided to review those exercises for this session, and I am 
thankful I did. As the session began, it seemed very clear from everyone else that they 
were appreciative of the opportunity to stay with the same activities as well. When 
designing the study, I wanted to bridge into jazz improvisation and since I planned to 
only lead the first four sessions, I sensed a need to move quickly to the blues in the fourth 
session. If I had done so, I think I would have lost some of the favor I had developed by 
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moving relatively slowly and pacing the events carefully. Kate was thankful for the 
change in plans. “The review and going slow enough to allow time to be comfortable 
with the exercises has really helped me to gain confidence. The more comfortable I feel 
in these exercises, the more I find I am willing to try new things,” such as unusual 
rhythms and the extended range of the instrument. Repeating these exercises allowed for 
deeper meaning and a stronger grasp of the concepts, which would help participants 
replicate the exercises with their students. 
We started with Riff Around, but I changed the structure just a little. To both take 
a step back to re-teach and allow the event to unfold even further than before, I limited 
the first-round riffs to one note. Once we got around the circle to the “leader” of the 
exercise (a different person each time), the riffs could use two notes and each subsequent 
pass through the circle we added a note to the riffs until we were all utilizing all 5 notes 
of the Indian Pentatonic Scale (in the key of Bb). It was a pleasure to hear the complexity 
build over time and to have a continuous development rather than stop and start as we did 
in the previous session. Matt T. shared the same enthusiasm, “this exercise was fun! This 
had a natural and organic rhythm element to it that came out as we began to blend our 
riffs together. Once we all got playing together the sound of the group took on a life of its 
own. It seemed that the music created was not the result of a cognitive choice on anyone 
of our parts but an organic product of our combined experiments.” This was Matt P.’s 
favorite exercise thus far. “It's fun because at first your focus on what you were doing and 
how you're going to add. But at the same time you're still listening around to see how 
others have added to it. The cool thing about this is that it can act as a bridge to learning 
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Afro Cuban/Latin jazz rhythms and ostinato patterns.” 
In order to change things just a little, I asked everyone to use scale degrees 1 and 
4 rather than 1 and 5 for this week’s version of Drone On. I thought it would bring out the 
uniqueness of the scale so it did not sound like a hollowed out dominant 7th chord with a 
clashing natural 11 (see Figure 2 above). The open fourth seemed to allow more of an 
Indian character to come through, which participants seemed to enjoy. Matt T. enjoyed 
the fact that “even the most dissonant of sounds had an effect of flavoring the solo as 
opposed to ruining it.” Matt P. made an interesting observation about changing the drone 
as a way of simulating a chord change. An open fifth is the root chord and an open fourth 
is akin to a sub-dominant chord (common movement in the blues), so he suggested for a 
future session that we use a drone shift from 5th to 4th and back, which was a great idea. 
Having multiple minds engaged in the shape and direction of the study was a blessing. I 
was not the default leader at all times, and I did not have to have all of the answers. Our 
collective insight was greater than any individual from the group. Kate said, “Overall this 
was the most enjoyable session for me so far and I feel as though I gain confidence in my 
playing each week.” Sharing the leadership role, both officially and unofficially, helped 
create a safe environment that gave value to every person’s contributions. 
Mid-Point Focus Group Mid-Point: Checking In 
I was very pleased with how everyone had received the content of the 
improvisation sessions thus far. Everyone expressed some form of gratitude and pleasure 
regarding the sessions as we began our second focus group session (Appendix G). The 
most significant change in the participants’ outlook on improvised music since beginning 
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the study was the shift from a jazz-centered definition of improvisation to a broader 
understanding of improvisation. Each of the participants noted that improvisation was a 
much larger concept than originally thought. The harmonic constraints that have been 
experienced before with traditional jazz improvisation instruction were not at play in the 
first four sessions. The free improvisation approach has allowed for the participants to 
step back and think more generally about sounds rather than right notes for the shifting 
harmonic structure. This appealed to Matt P. who was happy to “create sounds and get to 
really experiment in this.” Matt T. echoed this very idea:  
I’ve just enjoyed kind of exploring a little bit, maybe it’s the fear of trying to stay 
in the right chord or follow the changes correctly and it’s kept me from enjoying 
playing. We’ve had moments where I just think, oh, I just like that sound, I just 
like that chord right or like that crunch right there, it’s just kind of a simple 
enjoyment of sound.  
Phil appreciated the simplicity of our beginning sessions, because “there really [was] a 
step progression towards getting to a certain level.” This approach has helped shape the 
way Phil intends to pursue improvisation beyond this study. He has tried to start with 
“too much advanced stuff at one time rather than breaking it down into more of a simple 
process.”  
 According to the participants, the most positive highlight from the first four 
sessions is the musicality of the group. From the musically sensitive interactions between 
players, to the surprise and joy of great musical moments within an activity, each person 
noted a sense of fun and enjoyment with the musical experience. It seems clear that many 
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of the participants do not have regular performance outlets, and so getting back to one’s 
first love as a musician is very stirring and helps remind one of simple musical pleasure. 
Another layer of enjoyment was the access to a type of music making that was heretofore 
inaccessible: improvisation. One of the other positive highlights has been the sense of 
freedom to explore sound. Kate noted how this experience has positively influenced her 
affective filter, “the freedom to be able to explore what I can do… without feeling so 
reserved… I’ve gotten a lot more comfortable myself throughout.” Matt T. also 
appreciated that every person was always engaged in the exercises that we have played, 
rather than a typical experience where people take turns soloing with a rhythm section. 
 The only frustration experienced so far has been with the individual proficiency 
on instruments. Matt P. and Matt T. played various secondary instruments that they were 
less familiar with and faced an issue as their “imagination wanted to do more than what 
[they] could do technically on the instrument,” according to Matt T. Similarly, Phil 
experienced limitations on his primary instrument. He could hear “a musical idea in [his] 
head and [he was] thinking that [he was] familiar enough with the particular pattern and 
then it turns out oh, wait a minute, I am about to half step off.” 
 At this point in the study, the most common exercise that participants had used 
with students was Keep Breathing. Some teachers were currently in school, and some 
were already on summer break. Each person was excited to put the exercises into practice 
once school started, particularly with beginning students. Wanting to capture the sound in 
one’s head is a great motivator for private practice. Matt T. further expounded on this, 
“there is that opportunity for that to happen to the kids, where they realize oh, I want to 
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do something I can’t do yet, rather than [us] trying to tell them this is something you want, 
this is something you want to be, really you do, you should practice to do it. I think that’s 
appropriate time spent.” Few people have worked on the exercises alone, thus far, which 
likely points to the social experience being foundational to the musical experience. 
 As far as pacing for the first four sessions, participants expressed appreciation for 
the repeated session focusing on Riff Around and Drone On for a second time. Kate said: 
I felt much more comfortable and I thought it was way more musical the second 
week than it was the first week. I think we are all starting to get the hang of it, so 
it felt a little more natural the second time and I liked the sounds that were 
produced a lot, so I thought that was good.  
As educators, many expressed an appreciation for a slower pace as they thought through 
teaching these concepts to their own students. I can appreciate that the desire to go slowly 
was not confused with an inability on the part of the individual, but that we had an eye to 
the future when considering the pacing of the activities for the inevitable application with 
student populations. Phil added, “I felt like we kind of took a huge jump between two of 
the sessions and – not that for myself I couldn’t do it – but I wanted to see what the 
teaching process would have been in that particular case.” 
 The main concern from participants as we looked to the next four sessions was 
having enough familiarity with the exercises we had already engaged in. The pacing was 
good for participating, but in order to feel comfortable teaching the same exercises or 
variations on those exercises, most expressed a desire to spend more time becoming 
familiar with the instructional process. Having a week or more between certain sessions 
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also caused some loss of detailed memory so there was a relearning process for some. 
Matt P. was concerned as to whether or not he had “enough tools to lead, because we 
only had the one session on each [improvisation activity]. Can I recall something we did 
once from the second session?” Another concern was brought up by Matt T., “Personally, 
I am scared of that jazz fear kicking in, like whenever I soloed in jazz band, I was scared 
to death, I might not have shown it, but I was.” This fear became a factor as more note 
choices became available in our third and fourth sessions. Matt T. continued: 
Even our last session, when you opened it up to the full chromatic options of 
notes, my anxiety kicked in just a little bit, I’m like ‘I don’t want options, I don’t 
want options, just give me the [specifics]’ -- and I was able to play and I was able 
to make some nice things happen, but I am a little afraid of that kicking in, so I’m 
going to kind of fight that even though we’re getting more comfortable with each 
other, still it’s a real thing for me. 
Phil described that same feeling of anxiety as a desire to do well. Nobody wants to do a 
poor job performing, of course. The fear of doing poorly is driving the sense of anxiety 
and when a performance is not going well in the moment, it is likely that a sense of 
anxiety will be reinforced. Matt P. echoed this reflecting on one of our earlier sessions:  
That actually happened to me before that on pentatonic, I am saying feeling that 
and I know it’s -- in my head going, did you feel that way the last time we were 
doing the exact same thing and you were really going for it, I don’t know what it 
was, I was just like freaking out like how does this work and I’m sitting there 
talking myself off the ledge going, you did it last week and you’re enjoying it, 
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well, it was kind [There’s so much to live for – Parsons]. But at the same time, the 
anxiety interferes with what we learn through. 
 Some of the topics the participants would like to cover in the future (beyond the 
planned eight sessions) include rhythm, style, and jazz-specific vocabulary.  
 The remainder of our group discussion centered on the practical application of our 
experiences and improvisation activities to the classroom setting. There is a concern 
about using the given activities with large groups (e.g., 50 people) since many of the solo 
activities allow one person to solo at any given time, while the other musicians play a 
background role. Realistically, these exercises could take 30–60 minutes to include 
everyone once. The consensus was that small groups would be necessary for efficiency of 
time and effectiveness of the activity. Participants were excited to try the improvisation 
activities with their students and to compare how others may have modified the 
instruction for their students.  
 As we began to conclude our time together, I made a suggestion for a future 
session that any participant could adapt to help us connect the past activities with the 
future aim of better understanding jazz improvisation: 
Sustaining something out of time is like stepping into a room, ‘this is the 
dominant seven room, I am going to explore it for a while and look around,’ 
rather than feeling like you’re on a train. ‘There goes dominant seven, there goes 
the minor two, there goes…’ I just realized what the route was, and then it’s gone. 
That can be the frustrating part and I think that’s where some of the anxiety 
comes in. It’s like ‘well don’t get lost’ and you’re not thinking about making a 
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musical idea, you’re thinking about not getting lost. I think if somebody wanted to 
bridge that gap, that would worthwhile.  
Matt P. indicated that this was his plan for his session as Teacher Leader (session 7). He 
planned to use the Drone On exercise with a more traditional harmony and then work on 
shifting to different key centers to mimic the chord changes in a 12-bar blues progression. 
To keep with the train analogy, Matt P. described his plan as slowing the train enough to 
make it approachable for all of us. 
Fifth Improvisation Session (6/20/15): The Tyranny of Time 
With half of the study already complete, this was the first opportunity for the 
other participants to play the role of Teacher Leader for a session. Phil wanted to build on 
what we had done in Riff Around and Drone On by utilizing a walking bass line over Bb7. 
It seemed like a good way to bridge our prior experience with the blues and eventually 
jazz. We started with chord tone riffs on a single note, two notes, and eventually four 
notes. Matt T. thought it might be helpful to have a rhythm section take care of the single 
chord idea and, hopefully, allow us to improvise more freely. He had the Jamey 
Aebersold Dominant 7th chord tracks available on his iPad, so he plugged it in to the 
stereo. It seemed to take over the harmonic component for the group, but the added 
rhythmic/tempo component created a need to fit the structure. I think we all preferred not 
having such a strict time structure as we improvised at this stage. There was a sense that I 
needed to get to the downbeat of each measure or that I needed to make a 4-bar phrase (or 
at least wait for it as we prepared to take a turn). I was surprised how much the time 
element added to the stress factor for all participants. Phil captured this in his journal 
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reflection by saying: 
Since we had previously done rhythmic and tonal exploration, it appeared to me 
that meter would be an obvious step. This step obviously created anxiety for some. 
In many ways I feel as though I broke a level of trust in keeping a slow 
progression with a group that offered vulnerability.  
I suggested that we utilize the Drone On exercise by droning on the chord (Bb7) and 
allow for free improvisation over that chord, which seemed to be a good intermediary 
step that eliminated the tempo element. Matt T. enjoyed the shift to a more defined and 
traditional harmony since, “The majority of my musical training has been classical… the 
notes of a major scale are more readily accessible in my head. Being able to improvise 
using these tones and note relationships was more comfortable and freeing to my ear.” 
Phil appreciated the assistance from Matt T. as well. “He [Matt T.] appears to have a lot 
of ideas about how to teach to his level of musicianship. I value that in teachers and I 
strive to have the same nature,” lauded Phil. 
Sixth Improvisation Session (6/27/15): A Whole New World 
Matt T. led this session by utilizing Ned Bennett’s (2008) Getting Started with 
Improvisation, which contains several examples of improvisation representative of 
various cultures (e.g., China and Japan), and has a background track for each exercise in 
the different keys needed for transposing instruments. The backing tracks were very 
professional and added a level of cultural authenticity (culturally specific instruments) 
that would otherwise not be achieved with our own instrumentation. We played through 
the portions of the book representing sounds from India, China, and Scotland. Each 
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exercise used a mode or pentatonic scale and had a designated “home note” to help find 
tonic. The beginning exercises use one tonal center with little to no rhythmic aspect, 
similar to Drone On. Kate appreciated that there was no specific tempo, which allowed 
“us to be free-flowing in our solos.” She also liked that this gave her a chance to “explore 
tones and scales that [she had] not previously used and challenged [her] to experiment 
and move beyond the solos that [she was] comfortable playing.” As the exercises 
progress in the book (Bennett, 2008) the tonality varies and rhythm becomes more 
prominent. One drawback with using the book in a group setting is that only one person 
could improvise and participate at a time, so we each waited for the track to cycle as we 
took turns improvising. Fortunately, each track was only one minute, so we were able to 
move along quickly. If we were to continue utilizing the exercises in Bennett’s (2008) 
book, we would become, no doubt, more adept at sharing the time within a single playing 
of the track, almost like trading 4-bar phrases in a more traditional sense.  
I appreciated that Matt T. wanted to expose us to many of the exercises included 
in the book during our time together, but we were stumbling over the key changes for 
each new exercise. The book is not transposed for multiple instruments, but the CD 
accompaniment has different versions of each track to accommodate the different 
instrument keys. There was an added element of anxiety when thinking about what notes 
not to play. Kate “was hesitant at first because [she was] comfortable with what we had 
been doing, but after a few rounds of soloing [she] was not so afraid of hitting ‘wrong’ 
notes.” I think the progression of these exercises really helped pick up where we all were 
and move us forward toward the inevitable jump into jazz. Matt T. highlighted one of the 
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strengths in his reflection journal, “I like that it helped remove the question that often 
came to my mind of ‘How long have I been playing?’ or ‘Should I stop now?’ I knew to 
stop when the background music stopped.” Phil thought this was a great session that we 
could “take weeks to explore or explore [individually].” 
Seventh Improvisation Session (7/5/15): I’m Freakin’ Out, Man 
Matt P. was the Teacher Leader for session seven. He noted, “My plan was to try 
to bridge what we have been doing with those exercises in the past sessions to moving 
towards a traditional exploration of key changes.” He started with a review of the Indian 
Pentatonic Scale in the keys of Bb, Eb, and F – the I, IV, and V chords used in the Bb blues 
progression (Figure 3.2). 
Figure 3.2. Indian Pentatonic Scale in Bb, Eb, and F key centers. 
The Bb scale was simple enough since we have all played that several times now, but the 
Eb and F key centers were not as comfortable. We all made mistakes throughout, but 
nobody seemed to be too discouraged. This was indicative of the type of environment we 
have collectively created throughout the study, a safe learning environment. Everyone 
feels safe to make mistakes without fear of condemnation as an inferior musician or 
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teacher. This is critically important considering the aims of this Professional 
Development model. It is one thing to be willing to improvise, but another to be willing 
to withhold judgment of others and be vulnerable simultaneously. I found myself wanting 
to correct not only my mistakes, but others as well. I had to fight that natural response of 
“fixing errors” like I would in class with students. I could trust that everyone was capable 
of correcting their own mistakes.  
After the preparatory scale exercises, we went back to Drone On in the key of Bb. 
Matt P.’s idea was to bridge from Drone On and Riff Around into the chord changes for 
the blues, picking up what Phil started in session five. The first round was a simple place 
to begin; when a soloist was ready to move to the background and signal the next person, 
he or she played the same pitch as the new soloist. This ensured that we had a full chord 
as we moved around the circle. Once we completed a cycle, we paused for a moment to 
relax our embouchures, and then began again on the next chord (Eb then F). It was a good 
way to step into the idea of changing key centers because we had time to shift to the next 
scale/chord and remain on that chord for a period of time. 
The next step was to incorporate Riff Around by creating an ostinato. Matt P.’s 
idea was to change chords for every new person added. “It really got everyone's brains 
moving along at a fast pace. Although there was slight frustration when we switched keys, 
trying to get our fingers underneath us, it wasn't frustration or anxiety but fun in trying to 
figure out the new challenge.” My anxiety went up as he was explaining his twist on the 
exercise. I wanted to interject and change what he was planning to do, but I remained 
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quiet and tried to accomplish his goal. The first player started with a riff in Bb, then they 
had to shift their same riff to the next chord (e.g., scale degrees 1 and 3 in Bb are Bb and D, 
while in Eb it becomes Eb and G), while the new player adds a riff in the new key center. 
It seemed like a very large step from our first exercise. After we made it around the circle, 
with many mistakes and rough transitions, I suggested changing chords every cycle 
around the circle, similar to the first drone pattern. There seemed to be general agreement 
that this would have been a good preparation before shifting key centers on every soloist. 
Matt T. noted, “I found myself more dependent on looking at the board for what notes I 
was supposed to play for each chord. Ideally, it would have been better if I was able to 
think in terms of scale degrees or even to have it memorized.” Matt P. also thought “the 
idea of… having to read something visually [took] away from what we were trying to… 
do in [our] head.” 
The final variation was to have solo space for each person while everyone else 
riffed in the background. This was a fusion of the Drone On and Riff Around concepts, 
except instead of the drone, each person had a riff, which created a drone of layered 
ostinati. We moved around the circle at the pace of the soloists. Each soloist went to the 
next chord in the I, IV, V progression, so all of the riffs had to change as well. “Others 
could come in quickly and change key but on your turn you had the power to wait a 
second to think about coming in and changing what you were doing. I know for myself, I 
started to play around with everyone else's patterns to develop some fun musical ideas,” 
Matt P. noted. Kate said she wished “we could have had more time to explore this 
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technique or have another session with it, since [she] felt like it took [her] longer to get 
the hang of this… exercise.” Personally, I enjoyed the challenge and had a good time 
trying to avoid playing wrong notes or missing the key change, though I would be 
hesitant to progress this way with my own students. Our group handled the challenge 
pretty well, despite the mistakes along the way. Matt T. “appreciated the attempt to 
develop educational material to bridge between some of the exercises we have done so 
far and the chord changes one would find in traditional jazz improvisation.” Upon 
reflection, Matt P. was very pleased with the session, “I definitely had a blast running this 
and I hope the others had as much fun as I did in tweaking the exercises and building a 
scaffold progression.” 
Eighth Improvisation Session (7/13/15): I’ve Got Rhythm 
Kate led the final session by outlining the basic 12-bar blues chord structure on 
the dry erase board and modeling some rhythm building exercises to help bridge the gap 
from our earlier sessions. Since we tended to focus on notes without specific timeframes 
or rhythms in earlier sessions, this was a logical next step. After a short rhythmic warm 
up, we each played single note solos using only the root of each chord, a fairly traditional 
approach encouraged by some notable jazz educators such as Aebersold (2000) and Hill 
(1999). This helped reinforce the harmonic movement (I, IV, V) as well as open up the 
rhythmic creativity that most of us have left dormant thus far. Kate structured the session 
by taking “baby steps and bridging-scaffolding aspects to alleviate anxiety,” according to 
Matt P. We added the remaining chord tones in the following round, which made for 
more interesting solo ideas. Matt P. was surprised with “how easy it was also to translate 
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into dueting and trading off solos.” I was thankful that we were able to get to the blues 
progression in a more full and meaningful way by the end of our eight-session study. My 
original plan to introduce the blues in the fourth session was necessarily pushed aside to 
make the progression more reasonable for everyone. Kate described her anticipation and 
relief with this session in her journal: 
I was very intimidated to teach my peers, especially since I did not know how the 
exercises would work or how they would be received. Going through this, 
however, did allow me to see that once again it is not a competition between 
music teachers, but rather an opportunity to help, inspire and encourage one 
another.  
As we concluded our final session, I was thankful to have gone through this 
process (the study at large), and I was grateful for the participants who were all willing to 
be vulnerable, lead a session, offer genuinely loving criticism, and support one another 
throughout the study. 
Final Focus Group Interview (7/14/15): Reflections and Tapestries 
 
The final focus group interview (Appendix H) was an opportunity to collectively 
reflect back on the study as a whole, pointing out the benefits and shortcomings of the 
Professional Development model used, and to express gratitude to all participants for 
their willingness to invest their time and themselves into this study. Some of the same 
questions from the Mid-Point Focus Group were reiterated to gauge if answers had 
changed after the final four sessions. When the participants were asked about the most 
significant changes in their outlook toward improvised music since first meeting together 
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Kate quickly responded, “I think how I viewed improv was always through the lens of 
jazz specifically, and there is a lot more to it….Improv is so much more than this limited 
construct.” Participating in non-jazz improvisation activities helped to broaden 
everyone’s concept of improvised music. The progressive pace from breathing to the 12-
bar blues helped demystify improvisation for the participants, because the elements of 
music were employed in a somewhat modular manner. Matt. T noted:  
we built from the breath of our solos and the phrasing, and then the tonality, 
stay[ing] on one chord for a while, and then rhythm as a separate thing, so we can 
add that later or really focus on time now where time wasn’t a thing before. I felt 
like we [were] taking it apart and see[ing] each one of its little elements and kind 
of focusing on each part for a little bit and it’s totally demystifying it to me. 
Phil agreed about the modular, stepwise process helping his understanding of 
improvisation on a broader level. “I think that this has given me… the opportunity to see 
that, like everything else, there’s a stepwise progression for it, I just haven’t seen it before 
this.” 
 Positive highlights throughout the study included an appreciation of the hands-on 
approach to learning, the tools of basic improvisation, shared leadership, the freedom of a 
non-formal structure, and the benefit of collaboration as colleagues. Matt. T noted a 
highlight of this study is that “the tools we’re discovering I think we can use. This isn’t 
all theoretical and heady and looks good on paper, but once you get it to the class, it falls 
apart. I think these are actually tools we can use, and I appreciate that. I feel like we’ve 
been doing that the whole time, trying to make this practical and useful.” Similarly, Kate 
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said, “I’ve heard presentations on improv and it’s so far above me, it’s so far above what 
I could teach my students like it’s just not practical….this [study] is something I can do 
with beginners. They don’t have to have a ton of knowledge, they just have to know few 
notes and start from there, so I also appreciated the practicality of what we’ve done.” 
 When asked about any frustrations experienced during the study Matt P. pointed 
to the recurring sense of anxiety with taking new steps. “We had those moments where, I 
remember that first time…Matt [T.] and I had a little bit of anxiety, I think when Phil was 
[leading] because we had that running bass line going, and we just kind of seized up a 
little bit, but then we figured out a way around it.” The power of collaborative learning 
eased the frustrations with any new content we found to be a struggle. “If we hit a wall 
there’s five of us there trying to figure out how to get around, and I don’t recall us not 
getting around it,” said Matt P. The timing of the study was not ideal in terms of 
immediate application for most participants. Kate noted: 
I think the only thing I would say, and it’s not necessarily a frustration, it’s just 
how it ended up working out, part of me wishes we could have done it during the 
school year, just to be able to… go to class the next day and implement something 
instead of… try[ing] to remember this stuff for three months and then try to [use 
it], because I really do want to use some of the stuff with my kids and try it out. 
Kate’s suggestion is to “do it during the school year [when] the teacher could go into the 
class and implement it immediately and see how it works or try something [else].” A few 
participants had student populations to work with at various points in the study (for some 
it was the end of the school year, for some it was a summer band workshop), and were 
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able to teach Keep Breathing, Be Free, Riff Around, and Drone On (Higgins & Campbell, 
2010) in part as we were progressing through the study. The ability to talk through the 
implementation of such activities would be welcome as a next step for everyone. Matt T. 
thought it would be “a bonus where we… try it out and even get some feedback.”  
Phil used the protocol for Keep Breathing with his students as a relaxation 
exercise. “I think they liked it. It brought down a lot of the tension that they normally 
come in with.” I compiled elements of Keep Breathing and Be Free into one lesson for 
my Jazz Band students. Overall, it was successful. The students experienced a very 
different type of improvisation than we would typically engage in during class. As we 
moved from breathing to vocalizing, some students struggled to avoid giggling, since 
many strange sounds were taking place. Even I struggled not to giggle because laughter 
seems to be contagious in the right setting. Once we were accustomed to the strangeness 
of it all, the students and I enjoyed the variations in sound that developed over time. 
The pace of the sessions was excellent. We were able to regulate the pace as a 
group, holding back when necessary and trying new variations when possible. The 
allotted time seemed to elapse without our realizing it as we were trying small variations 
on the exercises, which is a positive sign that we were enjoying ourselves. Matt P. noted, 
“There [were] a couple of times where I was like oh, that was the hour already? There is 
a couple of times afterwards when I was thinking I can’t wait to do this again, I’m 
looking forward to the next session.” It seems clear that the non-formally structured 
environment was critical for successful pacing within the group. 
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 Participants were asked if they enjoyed or appreciated that they were able to be a 
Teacher Leader for a session during the last half of the study. Matt T. responded by 
saying: 
It scared me. First I thought ‘oh, what, I can’t teach this, what am I doing?’ I 
thought okay, well, I’ve tried this [before], I know a little bit about it [and] I think 
it would benefit the group. So, when I was able to share, I [thought] ‘this is nice.’ 
I felt [a sense of] collaboration, I was able to share as I [taught] the concept…. It 
ended up being way better than I had expected, so that was good. 
Kate echoed this experience. She was unsure of what she would teach at first.  
I don’t know anything about [improvisation], that’s why I am here, but I 
appreciated it…. [I thought] well, let’s try it this way… I appreciated the 
suggestions and collaboration, so it wasn’t just like I came with an idea, it [didn’t 
have] to be this one thing, one way, so I liked hearing feedback…. I really did 
enjoy the collaboration of everybody… working together. 
Upon concluding our final focus group interview, each participant expressed 
sincere appreciation for the opportunity to be involved with the study. They enjoyed their 
time and would not hesitate to do it again.  
Kate had a very thoughtful reflection on the entirety of the study that is worth 
quoting at length in order to get a sense for the significance of the study from her 
perspective:  
Overall I found this entire experience very worthwhile, both personally and 
professionally. On a personal level, I became much more comfortable stepping 
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outside of what I do normally and trying new things with my instrument. I began 
feeling very apprehensive and unsure of my own abilities, but I gained a level of 
confidence and found that I enjoyed the sessions and working together. One thing 
that made it such a positive experience was that I truly felt like no one was 
judging me or my abilities, instead we were all there to learn and grow together. I 
think that for this to be successful in a classroom situation or professional 
development, there needs to be an understanding of acceptance and feeling of 
safety for everyone to try.  
Professionally speaking, I gained many tools that I am going to try with 
some of my students this year. I liked that some of the exercises can be used with 
my beginners (such as soloing on one note), and others can be used by my more 
advanced students (such as soloing with a drone or chord changes). The only 
drawback with this is that since our sessions took place over the summer, we were 
not able to implement them right away. I have tried to make notes to remember 
what we have done so that I can use them when school starts again, but I would 
have liked doing this during the school year to get more immediate feedback from 
my students. 
I would love to continue working in a group like this because I found 
much value in working together to better one another as musicians and teachers. I 
learned so much from the other members of the group and liked being able to 
specifically talk music strategies with them. Oftentimes at school I feel like there 
is no one to bounce ideas off of because the other teachers do not understand 
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music, so this environment was great! Overall I appreciated all I gained from 
these sessions and look forward to seeing how it shapes or changes my teaching in 
the future. 
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Chapter Four: Surprise! “Wow, we learned more than we thought” 
 In order to reflect on the significance of the findings, this final chapter will focus 
on the major themes that developed throughout the study, and analysis of the data with 
reference to the theoretical framework and outside literature. Implications of the findings, 
the need for future studies, and an epilogue will conclude the chapter.	
Major Themes 
A number of themes developed during data analysis that will help further 
understand the significance of the content and structure of the professional development 
model. These themes include: Free Improvisation vs. Traditional Jazz and Blues 
Approaches; Anxiety and Improvisation; Collaboration, Camaraderie, and Care in a Self-
Selected Professional Learning Community; Improvised Music with Limited Elements of 
Music; and Scheduling Limitations for Band Directors. 
Free improvisation vs. traditional jazz and blues approaches. 
Using free improvisation activities to start our journey was incredibly beneficial 
as the participants were able to strip away much of the anxiety associated with 
improvisation. When the participants approached the subject of improvisation in the past, 
the skills, knowledge, and experience necessary to improvise at a high level in the 
straight-ahead jazz realm quickly overwhelmed everyone. Having to contend with 
multiple musical elements at the same time was a significant frustration. A chord 
progression can seem like a fast-moving train to a beginning improviser; it is nearly 
impossible to jump on without incurring some damage. By beginning with musical 
experiences that centered on free improvisation, participants were able to create and 
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make musical choices within simple and adaptable guidelines. This was a notable 
confidence builder for everyone. Allowing the time to focus on limited musical elements 
freed the participants to explore how each component of sound can affect the overall 
aesthetic within the ensemble. 
In our final focus group interview there was an overwhelmingly positive response 
when the participants were asked if they thought improvisation is more approachable 
having started with free improvisation. Kate said free improvisation took her in a:  
whole other direction and opened up [a] whole realm of ideas and possibilities 
that I didn't know existed. I think like I said at the beginning, my first experience 
in jazz was the first day I taught jazz band – my very first experience in jazz….So, 
just opening up the realm of possibilities was huge.”  
Matt T. was grateful to break down improvisation to simple components/elements. “It's a 
totally different ball game now. Am I good at it? No, but at least I know what's going on 
a little bit in improvisation and not necessarily jazz, but at least improvisation is what's 
going on there.” Having learned new strategies to approach improvisation, Phil was 
thankful to realize “I don't have to impose the same type of teaching that was given to 
me.” He lamented that many different fields of study, in addition to music, fall into the 
trappings of repetition and gate-keeping, “well I did it this way, so you're going to do it 
the same way.” Kate expressed frustration about her attempts to use a jazz method book 
when she first started teaching and was grateful to have “some tools that can… do some 
of the bridging before we would” use the method book. 
Phil was appreciative for the uniqueness of each session as we built from free 
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improvisation to the structured idiom of the blues. “I have to say that… your 
[icebreakers] are great. I am like okay, I want to see which one he uses this time… with 
Josh – he's got some really good follow through stuff, and I am just listening like I can't 
wait for this stuff, some cool stuff.” Utilizing a free improvisation approach at the outset 
was a great way to neutralize much of the fear and anxiety the participants brought to the 
study, as well as a positive way of stripping away the mystique of improvisation. Too 
many musicians at various ages place improvisation in a category of ‘you either have it or 
you don’t’ as if there is no entry point; the ability to improvise is seen as an innate gift. 
Those who enjoy great success in improvised music may have a proclivity for the 
requisite skills, but ultimately many hours of dedicated work yields success (Coyle, 2009). 
Aebersold (2016) reminds musicians, “Jazz is a special kind of music. It’s for everyone. 
Not just a few that we may call special.” 
Anxiety and improvisation. 
Each of the participants identified feelings of fear, anxiety, and discomfort as 
mental hurdles to engaging improvised music at the outset of the study. A lack of training 
and understanding left the participants with a general unwillingness to improvise with 
their students, which is why beginning with free improvisation eased the fear and anxiety 
everyone had dealt with as educators. As soon as the improvisation sessions demanded a 
little more from each person, familiar sensations of anxiety crept back in. Of particular 
note was the demand placed on improvisers when tempo was added to the mix. Keeping 
pace with a chord progression seemed extraordinarily more difficult than the free 
improvisation events in which we had already engaged. Matt T. shared after our third 
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improvisation session, “In some ways I felt some fear begin to creep in. I am becoming 
aware of a belief I hold that if I'm given more options, more is required of me. This belief 
has not been helpful.” Kate had a different take on the shift of responsibility over the first 
three improvisation sessions: 
At first I was very nervous like I was during the first session because now I would 
be soloing where I was the focus and others could really listen to me. In a way I 
was more comfortable with the whole group sound because no one was paying 
specific attention to what I was playing or vocalizing. In this [third session], each 
time it came around, I was the focus of that solo. I did like, though, the specific 
guidelines of what notes and how many notes to play. That helped the solos not 
seem as overwhelming but gave me something specific to focus on while I played. 
Also having the drone underneath did help me to relax since it wasn’t just the 
sound of my instrument, but rather there was still a large group sound. 
Matt P. thought the progression to the third session helped ease the nervousness he had 
initially. He wrote: 
When we start to do the drone exercise, and Josh showed his solo to be very long 
and drawn out and not busy or rhythmically complex, I think that freed us from 
our anxiety and allowed us to be at ease. I also think that when we start with the 
smaller amount of notes 3 to 5 to every things okay, that was a good way of 
building the exercises and would help our own kids' confidence level…. I really 
enjoyed the session surprisingly, I was thinking that as we move towards soloing 
on our own that we would be much more nervous and harder to do. In seeing this 
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progression I can also see that it be easy to incorporate towards the beginning and 
not have to worry about waiting until a solo lesson plan to come up to do this. 
Moments of anxiety would resurface throughout the study as the difficulty and demand 
increased. Matt P. noted, “it was kind of interesting to see how we had a little anxiety 
about doing some of the same exercises from the previous meeting” after the fourth 
session. Reflecting on the final session, Kate expressed, “I was very intimidated to teach 
my peers, especially since I did not know how the exercises would work or how they 
would be received. Going through this, however, did allow me to see that once again it is 
not a competition between music teachers, but rather an opportunity to help, inspire and 
encourage one another.” 
Collaboration, camaraderie, and care in a self-selected professional learning 
community. 
Every in-service teacher has had the mixed-bag experience of participating in some form 
of mandatory professional development. It takes on many forms, and can yield various 
degrees of practicality for a teacher. At least anecdotally, it seems that even a great 
professional development unit can be sabotaged by the very fact that participation is 
compulsory. Teachers tend to resent the various levels of administration that force a PD 
session upon them. There is typically a question as to the relevance and practical 
application of the PD accompanying such resentment. Part of the uniqueness of the 
current study is that our group was assembled without coercion. Participants opted in and 
had the choice to opt out at any point along the way. This sets a distinctive tone to the 
meetings we have had together. Each person arrives with a vested interest and a 
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willingness to contribute and explore the subject together. A genuine sense of friendship 
has pervaded the sessions, which has given the participants a greater willingness to be 
vulnerable and have the courage to “dare greatly” throughout the process of growing 
beyond initial fears (Brown, 2015). “Vulnerability is acting and trying despite that fear. It 
is essential to change, growth, and development of deeper character” (Cutright, 2014). 
The ability to get immediate feedback from those whom one is leading is 
invaluable if offered in the right spirit. We are rarely offered the luxury of such feedback 
in a classroom situation. Some students may be hesitant to outwardly criticize the lesson, 
while others may be all too excited to publicly criticize the teacher. The collegial aim of 
the PD model helps each Teacher Leader practice teaching and gain confidence with the 
content. Phil “enjoyed the opportunity to play a part in these sessions… [and] really 
enjoyed the collaboration with those who really want to become better at what they do.”  
It is important not to underplay the need for vulnerability throughout this process. 
Both leading and participating in the cohort has prompted multiple opportunities to see 
oneself in professional reflection. Kate noted in her reflection on session eight: 
Going through this, however, did allow me to see that once again it is not a 
competition between music teachers, but rather an opportunity to help, inspire and 
encourage one another. This is something that I think would be helpful to 
remember in all of my professional development going forward, that I would not 
hold back from trying or questioning simply because I am intimidated, but rather 
try things that I am not comfortable with knowing that I can learn from my 
colleagues and sharpen my skills as a teacher and a musician.  
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When I asked participants whether they thought this model of professional 
development was a successful way to overcome their lack of improvisation knowledge 
and experience, all participants responded positively and echoed Matt P.’s response: The 
PD model: 
wasn’t one [short] session, it was hands on, you can [give] input, the freeness of it, 
and the ‘relaxed-ness’ amongst all five of us. [That] really allowed any question 
to be out there and because we all kind of realized we don’t know this, so let’s put 
the question out there and see who can answer…. I thought this was a better 
model than… any conference. 
Even the few weaknesses of the PD experience were resolved within the protocol of the 
PD model. Using Exit Slips, Journals, and having an open dialogue within the group 
allowed for the participants to proceed at a helpful pace by reinforcing concepts that were 
unclear or moving more quickly through concepts that were already understood, such as 
during session three. The non-formal nature of the PD model allows for an incredible 
amount of flexibility. Phil noted that, “anything that would have or could have gone 
wrong would most likely get corrected while it was going on.” With five in-service 
teachers who are willing to trouble shoot issues and explore ways to strengthen the way a 
concept could be taught, the group functioned on a very high level and each person 
benefitted. 
 When compared to the various in-service or conference sessions the participants 
had already experienced, the non-formal, peer-led model was unanimously preferred 
because of the relevant, hands-on first person experience, and length of time dedicated to 
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exploration of the concepts and activities. Matt T. described the need for exploration with 
improvisation, which may demand much more time than could be afforded in a 
conference session. Matt T. said, “What we’re doing is really organic” in the way that the 
session flows with our abilities and interests, whereas a conference session is likely a 
better way to explore other topics that do not depend upon audience participation, such as 
research reporting, or composer insights. 
 A unique insight surfaced during coding that helped make sense as to why this 
cohort was so enjoyable and beneficial. Laughter was present throughout all of our 
sessions. There were over a hundred instances of laughter during the eleven meetings we 
had as a group. More than just a collection of colleagues, we were a group of friends who 
were interested in developing as professionals and overcoming our lack of experience 
with improvisation.  
 Improvised music with limited elements (Pitch, Rhythm, Time). 
Much of the anxiety participants felt was due to the number of musical elements 
they had to work with at a given time. We discovered a major factor was our awareness 
of time; the tyranny of time. As soon as we shifted from the free improvisation events 
marked by a lack of specific tempi to the strict pulsation of the Aebersold play-along 
track, most of us struggled to comfortably navigate through the feel of an 8-bar phrase 
due to the increased level of anxiety. The sense of trying to jump in a revolving door at 
just the right time or trying to catch a moving train was a serious hurdle for us all. Once 
we collectively identified time — as expressed in tempo and meter — as the most 
significant anxiety inducing element, we were able to limit the other elements while 
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working on aspects of time. Matt T. stated:  
what we’ve done really well is isolate each one of those components like 
spending time on just breathing, the breath of our solos and the phrasing, and then 
the tonality, stay on one chord for a while, and then rhythm is a separate thing, so 
we can add that later, or let’s really focus on time now where time wasn’t a thing 
before. I felt like we’re taking it apart and see each one of its little elements and 
kind of focusing on each part for little bit and it’s totally demystifying it to me, so 
I appreciate that a lot – enabling some creativity just on maybe that one 
component for a while. 
Separating elements of music and limiting how many elements are employed at the same 
time was a very helpful way to gradually step toward a traditional application of 
improvisation in the blues idiom. Beginning improvisers will, no doubt, benefit from this 
type of gradual introduction to multiple responsibilities. By limiting note choices or 
chords, the participants were able to focus on playing with a stylistic groove. 
Teacher leader development. 
A strong benefit from this model of professional development is the opportunity 
to share leadership among participants. Each person had a session they were responsible 
to lead and had an opportunity to practice teaching a concept or point the direction in 
which we would explore. This gives everyone space to make their voice known and to 
reciprocate the benefits of instruction they have received from the other participants. 
During our final focus group interview each participant said they felt like they 
were able to accomplish what they set out to do in their session as a teacher leader, 
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though there was a desire to keep pushing and explore further. Matt T. had hoped to go 
through every exercise in Bennett’s (2000) book, but he was satisfied with staying with a 
few exercises. “I was so pleased with what we did do and what we did kind of discover 
together I was like ‘great, time’s up,’ we’re good.” Matt T. also appreciated Phil’s 
introduction of a major tonality, “that for some reason opened up this whole world to me 
like ‘oh, I could do this in concert band.’ That flipped a switch for me. So I was so glad 
you did that.” 
 Every participant thought that the others valued their input, both verbally and 
musically. The group worked well together and avoided the trappings of strong egos in 
order to get the most out of the experience. Matt T. said, “I think that’s necessary. You 
[Parsons] set that tone at the beginning, so I appreciate that.” Phil added, “That was [the] 
only thing that I was concerned about is being around people that aren’t going to be 
patient, because I am going to need it and it turned out fine.” 
 By stepping into the role as Teacher Leader, each participant had the opportunity 
to grow as a teacher, not only in the area of improvisation, but in a broader sense as a 
communicator and music educator. As I mention elsewhere, in-service music teachers 
rarely receive insightful feedback on their teaching from colleagues or administrators due 
to the lack of content knowledge. This model offered a safe environment to try out new 
concepts, exercises, and/or activities with the benefit of receiving positive and 
constructive feedback while in process. This type of feedback is invaluable and helps take 
the students out of the equation while we work on becoming better communicators, 
making clearer presentations and demonstrations of musical ideas. 
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Scheduling limitations for band directors. 
Scheduling professional development for busy band directors is difficult. Almost 
every participant had to miss or ask to reschedule a session and one of the participants 
even had to leave the study after the scheduling seemed impossible to coordinate. After 
the second improvisation session, the sixth participant officially left the study since she 
was not able to attend any of the sessions up to that point. This pointed toward a general 
difficulty with scheduling in-service band directors. Each person is very busy and often 
has free time at different times compared to others. Something to consider for future 
iterations of this model is how likely it will be that a group of band directors can set aside 
an hour a week (all at the same time, mind you) in order to work on improvisation. With 
work and family, there is not much time left, and then trying to coordinate 5–6 tight 
schedules can be insurmountable. If the schedule was condensed, the group could have 8 
hours of PD within 1–2 days, however there was a benefit to spreading the time out over 
several weeks because it prompted reflection between sessions, and the opportunity to 
practice.  
Surprise: “Wow, we learned more than we thought,” said everyone. 
Throughout the study, participants were pleasantly surprised to find out that they 
learned more than they thought they would and had pre-existing skills that were 
applicable. Whether it was during their time as a Teacher Leader or while interacting as 
participants, each person was able to draw on valuable experiences and a body of 
knowledge that helped inform the group as a whole. 
The participants felt like they were able to create something unique and personal 
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during the improvisation sessions. Matt T. felt like he started to find his voice as a soloist, 
which was surprisingly reminiscent of Copland’s (1942) Lincoln Portrait. “I’m not sure I 
like it, but… this is how I sound, in all my solos this is how I sound.” Similarly, Matt P. 
was jokingly accused of sounding like an Alec Wilder Concerto. Matt P. expanded on 
this, “I just hearken back to when we’re just doing the breathing and saying, ‘yeah, you 
can kind of hear certain people's style right there,’ and even when… they're finally 
starting to doodle, he was able to point out that, [I] sound like Wilder concertos, and then 
it goes back to what we studied as much.” Matt T. appreciated the musicianship in the 
group and he looked forward to each person’s contribution. 
Discussion 
 The Research Questions that guided the inquiry for this study help to focus and 
organize the information gained through data analysis. Each will be addressed separately 
and connected to the outside literature. 
 RQ1: How do music teachers with conservatory-influenced backgrounds 
perceive the personal and professional need to better understand musical creativity 
through improvisation, and what motivates these teachers to pursue a better 
understanding of improvisation? 
By directly asking questions about the participants’ perceptions and perspectives 
about improvisation and musical creativity at the outset of the study, I was able to get a 
clear sense of each person’s desire to engage in creative acts as well as the reasons for 
their reluctance to do so. Each participant viewed improvisation and musical creativity as 
a professional obligation when considering their role as music educators. The personal 
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side was more a desire and hope to capture what seemed like a lost opportunity rather 
than a “need” in the strictest sense. Every participant confirmed that there was a general 
lack of jazz pedagogy and improvisation experience during their undergraduate studies as 
had been noted in various contexts for over fifty years (Balfour, 1988; Hepworth, 1974; 
Noice, 1965; Pignato, 2010; Rummel, 2010; Treinen, 2011; and West, 2011). The 
motivation to pursue a better understanding of improvisation came from a few different 
factors coalescing at the right time: identifying a personal desire to overcome ignorance, 
identifying a professional obligation to offer genuinely creative activities and events to 
students, and the opportunity to learn in a safe environment. Palmer (1998) noted that our 
willingness to look honestly in the mirror and not run from what we see gives us a chance 
to gain self-knowledge, “and knowing [oneself] is as crucial to good teaching as knowing 
my students and my subject” (p. 2). The participants Without the opportunity to learn in a 
safe environment, many, if not all, of the participants would have continued to teach to 
the best of their abilities without the deeper exploration of multiple improvised music 
possibilities, such as those we covered during the improvisation sessions.  
One of the primary impediments to learning about improvisation was anxiety and 
fear. By starting with a free improvisation approach at the beginning of the professional 
development as suggested by Hickey (2009) the participants were able to reframe how 
broad improvisatory music may be conceived and defined. Similar to the progressive 
schools of Coleman (1922, 1927) and the experiments of Moorhead and Pond (1977), 
participants were encouraged to experience "unregulated" freedom to experiment, express, 
and explore at will, placing emphasis on the value of musical free play (Moorhead & 
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Pond, 1977, p. 3). Improvisation does not only take place in jazz and the blues. There are 
several non-Western musics and unstructured approaches that depend on improvisation as 
well. Reflecting upon the second improvisation session Kate said:  
This [Be Free] would also be a good exercise with my students, even my 
beginners, to get them to explore what they can do on their instruments. Without 
feeling constrained to hit certain ‘right’ notes, they might be more willing to try 
new things which could make them better players. I think this would also be fun 
for my older students because it is so different than the normal class routine.  
The strong desire to avoid playing ‘wrong notes’ keeps many musicians from engaging 
more fully in improvised music. This is true regardless of age. Young students generally 
try to conform and avoid standing out, and older musicians trained to flourish within a 
wind band or orchestral setting aim to stay within the bounds of the printed page. Free 
improvisation encouraged participants to simply make sound regardless of dissonance or 
consonance. Because of this openness, an improvisatory disposition is far more important 
to establish at the outset than an understanding of music theory or idiomatic performance 
practices. In this sense, the theory of doing follows the actual doing much like Rameau’s 
(1722/1971) Treatise on Harmony. Research with young piano students has also added to 
the understanding that free improvisation serves as a treatment for “significantly reducing 
anxiety” (Allen, 2010, p. vi). If we are not afraid to try something new or challenging, we 
will likely try that very task.	 
By taking small steps (adding musical elements one or two at a time) beyond the 
free improvisation period, the participants were able to overcome their initial reluctance 
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and avoid simply mimicking patterns (Hickey, 2009). Additionally, operating with a 
broader definition of improvisation than most participants assumed helped to open up 
opportunities to create that did not depend on a deep knowledge of the jazz idiom. As 
Sarath (2002) noted in his definition of trans-stylistic improvisation, one is “enabled to 
draw freely from the complete range of style influences they have assimilated and 
consequently fashion their own” (p. 191). As the participants drew from prior studies in 
their instrument-specific literature (e.g., Alec Wilder and Aaron Copland), they were able 
to bring a unique contribution to the ensemble. 
RQ2: In what ways does the peer-led approach to professional development 
in improvisation benefit the personal and professional lives of music teachers with 
conservatory-influenced backgrounds? 
The theoretical framework of Deweyan democracy points toward an inclusive 
approach to learning by valuing the perspectives and contributions of all participants 
within a learning community. Creating a space that honors each person’s perspective and 
experience was a critical lynchpin to the success of this study. As was expected, the 
framework allowed for a uniquely professional, collegial, and insightful learning 
environment. Not only did each participant have an equal voice during the sessions, but 
each person also shared the responsibility of leading the group at different times, which 
was both incredibly empowering and humbling (Ghamrawi, 2013). The varied life 
experiences and knowledge each person brought to the group was a benefit as we each 
interacted with the content of each session.  
 The band directors who participated in this study were involved in the co-
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construction of knowledge. There is a need for otherness in the learning process 
(Yaroshevsky, 1989). As the participants and I engaged one another through speech and 
musical performance, we each gained incredible insights into the educational process, 
improvisation, one another, and ourselves. Beyond insight, there was a sense of hope as 
we looked toward to our future efforts as musicians, teachers, and life-long learners. 
“When we construct communities of learners who are actively engaged in generating new 
knowledge and seeking to use this knowledge for self- and social transformation, we 
advocate for a pedagogy that gives hope to all” (Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 117).  
The depth and significance of learning that took place during the improvisation 
sessions was only possible because we engaged the content hands-on. Dewey’s view of 
our relationship to the world around us is not merely as independent subjects (ontological 
dualism), but that there is an interconnectedness between observer and world. “We are a 
part of the world in which we live” (Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 61; cf. Horton & Freire, 
1990). In contrast to animals, “human beings emerge from the world, objectify it, and in 
so doing can understand it and transform it with their labor” (Freire, 2000, p. 125). Thus, 
learning is a participatory activity, not simply a passive reception of information. The 
hands-on approach also allowed the sessions to be more memorable and effective on the 
participants’ long-term growth as musicians and educators (Dewey, 1916/2009).  
A major departure from earlier in-service experiences with improvisation for the 
participants was the hands-on, first person experience of the subject. Even the word 
participant is loaded with significance. The band directors involved with this study were 
not merely subjects (as in the hard sciences), but active participants. In short, we learned 
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together and we learned by doing as equally valued members of a learning community. 
The five guiding principles of effective professional development, according to a 
2013 report sponsored by the Center for Public Education and the National School 
Boards Association, directly shaped the approach to the improvisation sessions in this 
study. It is important to note: (1) the duration of professional development was significant 
and ongoing to allow time for teachers to learn new strategies and grapple with the 
implementation problem, (2) there was support for the teachers during the 
implementation stage that addresses the specific challenges of changing classroom 
practice, (3) the teachers’ initial exposure to a concept was not passive, but rather 
engaged teachers through varied approaches so they could participate actively in making 
sense of a new practice, (4) modeling was found to be highly effective in helping teachers 
understand a new practice, and (5) the content presented to teachers was not generic, but 
instead specific to the discipline (Gullamhussein, 2013). In order for professional 
development to be effective, it must be ongoing rather than a short burst, which is why so 
many of the participants cited the lack of significant change upon completion of a 
conference session or singular in-service (Hunzicker, 2011). The long timeframe 
necessitated by this study allowed for the participants to take on the content of the 
sessions more deeply. 
In peer learning, the environment tends to be supportive and encourages 
“thoughtful intellectual risk taking” (Tai, Canny, Haines, & Molloy,	2016, p. 659). 
Friendship and trust are hallmarks of successful peer learning (Goodrich, 2016). Research 
has shown that active-learning alternatives to traditional didactic teaching — such as peer 
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learning — improve skills in creativity, teamwork, collaboration, and communication 
(Theodoropoulos, Antoniou, & Lepouras, 2016). The role of collaboration in peer 
learning is necessarily socially situated (Gerlach, 1994). The social interaction within a 
learning community prompts deeper levels of thought as competing points of view are 
negotiated and participants co-construct meaning through dialogue (Hargreaves, 1999).  
Similarly, newer models of mentoring have moved away from the typical top-
down structure of expert and mentee with unequal status (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007; 
Bozionelos, 2004). “The authoritarian and hierarchical structures associated with 
mentoring have recently given away to more mutual approaches where people are 
considered of equal status, typically with their knowledge, as they interact with each 
other within the domain of mentoring” (Goodrich, 2016, p. 245). There may be a need for 
someone to play the role of a “coach” at times, but no single person is exalted over the 
others in a traditional leadership position. Peers may mentor in a way that still maintains 
mutuality and equality. Bozeman and Feeney (2007) offer the following definition of 
mentoring: 
a process for the informal transmission of knowledge, social capital, and 
psychosocial support perceived by the recipient as relevant to work, career, or 
professional development; mentoring entails informal communication, usually 
face-to-face and during a sustained period of time, between a person who is 
perceived to have greater relevant knowledge, wisdom, or experience (the mentor) 
and a person who is perceived to have less (the protégé). (p. 731). 
With this definition in mind, the improvisation sessions could be described as mutual 
  
102	
mentoring. Each person was able to stand in the place of mentor or coach for the 
ensemble, and each person was able to receive as a mentee or protégé during the times of 
following the teacher-leader (Ghamrawi, 2013). 
When learning is socially embedded, trust and friendship give depth and meaning 
to the learning process (Goodrich, 2016). Similarly, camaraderie was cited as the greatest 
benefit of the participants in the Rochester, New York New Horizons Band program, 
which caters to adult music learning (Dabback, 2007). A parallel experience was shared 
by participants in the current study. The communal aspect of music making and learning 
was thrilling and helped elicit internal motivation to participate fully and consistently 
(Dabback, 2007; Damasio, 2001; and Hennessy & Amabile, 1988). Participants enjoyed a 
combination of socialization (shared experiences) and internalization (learning by doing) 
(Goodrich, 2016b) 
Improvised music is an outstanding example of creative collaboration and 
interdependence, which became a defining element of the learning process within the 
peer group. This also resonates with Dewey’s position that “learning should be based on 
action and ‘doing’ and placing educational experiences over those commonly associated 
with schooling” (Froehlich, 2007, p. 90). Each participant became a better music educator 
and performing musician as a result of their experience in the improvisation sessions.	
Epilogue: Looking Forward 
As the group looked toward the future in our final focus group interview, there 
was a strong interest in maintaining our cohort to continue learning new improvisation 
activities and to serve as a collaboration hub. Matt P. thought it would be good to bring in 
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some new directors and return to the material from our beginning sessions. Not everyone 
shared an interest in adding new people, but the idea of returning to the beginning took 
hold with Matt T. The value of the cohort in terms of collaboration was highlighted by 
Kate: 
I’d love to hear how people are applying [the improvisation exercises]…. ‘How 
did you modify it? How did it work?’ Just getting that feedback because that to 
me takes it that next step….I always like bouncing ideas off other directors 
anyway. ‘How did you do this?’ I always think that’s valuable. 
Attending music conferences can help gain new insights and there may be some time for 
collaboration between sessions, but the depth of experience in this professional 
development model allows for much more. Teachers are able to practice new ideas or ask 
for help with an unsuccessful idea. Phil liked the idea of returning to the earlier exercises 
in order to further refine our approach as players and teachers. Matt P. would like to see 
how far we can go as a group, soloing at a higher level of quality in the 12-bar blues, and 
then going beyond the blues to become familiar with other jazz forms and styles. Matt P. 
suggested we could start with the first book of the Standard of Excellence in Jazz and 
create an assignment for each person, “here’s the first couple of pages, here’s the score, 
figure out a way of breaking it down, and then we just come together and collaborate,” 
trying to find the most successful way of implementing the book in a classroom. 
 I noted the broader possibilities of maintaining the cohort, not only for 
improvisation purposes, but to further explore other areas of weakness and necessity in 
our pedagogical lives.  
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One of the overriding points for my study is that the way we’re doing things is a 
good way of doing things. The structure is non-formal, it’s peer led, and we have 
the opportunity to start at a basic level, specifically with improvisation. This 
group could exist for the next 32 years and it [could] serve very different 
purposes… collaboration time, practicing teaching something to somebody else 
and getting feedback. It’s like when you did your student teaching and you get a 
little feedback from your master teacher having done a lesson in the classroom… 
but by doing it with each other [first], you haven’t lost face in front of your 
students, you haven’t messed them up for a week. 
The cohort helps to serve as a support group, which allows for teacher care or more aptly 
put, care for the care-giver (Palmer, 1998). I noted during our final interview: 
We often times neglect ourselves in noble ways for the sake of our students and 
rarely get the care that we need as teachers. I feel like this [cohort] is an element 
of that [need for] teacher care where we are becoming better teachers but it’s not 
merely content knowledge, there’s the doing aspect. We’re doing something 
together, we’re becoming better. 
 While discussing the possibility of creating new cohorts within our school 
districts or with other directors, it became clear that a very different experience would 
result if participants were mandated to participate or if the same protocol of mutual 
respect was not followed. Matt P. expressed concern over the ability level of a new 
participant, “what happens if we bring in someone that has been trained really well in 
jazz? Now how do they view this?... the person coming into the group would have to 
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perceive themselves as needing it.” Matt T. responded by saying, “I would argue that it 
would be good for even the professional too because what we’re doing, we’re isolating 
those components.” A key to the success of our professional development has been self-
selection for participation. The environment would change dramatically if participation 
were compulsory. It is reasonable to speculate a greater likelihood of participants 
carrying resentment and an unwillingness to participate fully in a cooperative manner if 
they were required to participate regardless of their interest. 
A consideration for the future application of this PD model would be the time of 
year participants are involved. Kate’s suggestion was to complete the sessions “during 
the school year [when] the teacher could go into the class and implement it immediately 
and see how it works or try something [else].” A few participants had student populations 
to work with at various points in the study (for some it was the end of the school year, for 
some it was a summer band workshop), and were able to teach Keep Breathing, Be Free, 
Riff Around, and Drone On (Higgins & Campbell, 2010) in part as we were progressing 
through the study. I found that students enjoyed each of the activities because they were 
so different from the norm, both in the jazz band and wind band contexts. Students in jazz 
band appreciated how simple everything was, particularly the less experienced 
improvisers, and the students in the wind band enjoyed the playfulness of the activities. 
The ability to talk through the implementation of such activities would be welcome as a 
next step for all of the participants. Matt T. thought it would be “a bonus where we… try 
it out and even get some feedback.”  
This approach to professional development could also be a great way for in-
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service or pre-service teachers to develop facility on secondary instruments and have a 
unique creative experience since they would not be shackled by the patterns already 
learned on their primary instrument. Our ensemble identity was shaped by our 
orchestration and I never would have thought two tubas, a trombone, trumpet, and 
vibraphone could create such a fantastic array of sounds together. Though unorthodox, it 
is our musical identity as an ensemble, at least in the moment. The unusual nature of the 
instrumentation is a subtle way of saying ‘everyone is welcome here.’ Both Matt P. and 
Matt T. switched instruments once or twice, but again I would say that each time we meet 
we recreate our musical identity in terms of unusual instrumentation. There really is 
nothing that sounds like that which we have created, for better or worse. I do not imagine 
that there is a commercial future for an ensemble of our unusual orchestration, but it is 
our distinction, it is the aural identity of our community.  
As music teachers with conservatory-influenced undergraduate backgrounds, the 
participants in this study perceived both a personal and professional need to better 
understand musical creativity through improvisation after noting their limited ability or 
inability to teach improvisation to their students. The desire to offer students a fuller and 
more complete music education and the desire to create music that is personal motivated 
the participants to pursue a better understanding of improvisation through the 
professional development sessions in this action research study. 
The peer-led improvisational model of professional development benefitted the 
personal and professional lives of the participants by removing some of the major 
emotional and pedagogical obstacles that have kept them from studying improvised 
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music. An environment of mutuality, respect, vulnerability, and shared leadership was a 
necessary medium for meaningful learning to take place. Participants enjoyed the process 
of creating music extemporaneously as musicians who are not typically afforded the time 
to play their instrument outside of class. All participants have applied various elements of 
the improvisation sessions with their students and have reported success. 
The peer group has struggled to grow beyond the scope of the study because of 
the incredibly busy schedules that are part and parcel of teaching music at the secondary 
level. However, participants have expressed a strong desire to continue meeting to pursue 
more advanced concepts of improvisation and utilize the peer-led, non-formal approach 
to engage other subjects for music teachers in addition to improvisation. The extent to 
which participants have been energized by the outcomes of their professional 
development experience and the degree to which reflective dialogue has been promoted 
has helped determine the worthwhile quality and practicality of the study. Results may be 
applied to future iterations of professional development in an effort to bridge the gap 
between theory and practice, and contribute to the professional practices of band directors 
(if not all types of music teachers) beyond the initial participants in this study.  
Implications and Recommendations 
Based on the results of this study, a model for peer-led professional development 
in improvisation could be considered for those music teachers (not only band directors) 
who find themselves in a similar position to the researcher and participants of this study. 
The most critical prerequisites for success are a willingness to honestly assess one’s own 
abilities and inabilities with regard to improvisation, a desire to grow beyond immediate 
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limitations, and a willingness to be vulnerable with colleagues who share the same honest 
self-reflection and growth mindset. If like-minded colleagues are not available in the 
immediate area, it may be possible to utilize technological means to connect beyond 
geographic limitations (e.g., Skype, FaceTime, etc.).  
What follows is a brief sketch of how one might go about starting the process of 
learning improvisation within a peer-led environment: 
• Begin by setting some ground rules and protocols to ensure participants 
are open to new musical experiences, willing to be vulnerable (e.g., make 
mistakes, yield power to others, be honest with shortcomings), value each 
persons’ contributions and perspective, plan to rotate the role of teacher-
leader, and allow for multiple points of feedback so each participant has a 
sense of ownership of the professional development time. 
• The first two or three sessions should use free improvisation activities or 
“events” as the first inlet to improvisation. This helps to keep anxiety low 
and does not require significant musical mastery.  
• Using the same sequence of Keep Breathing (exhale, vocalization, then 
instruments), Be Free, and Drone On is highly recommended (Higgins & 
Campbell, 2010). 
• Moving on to Riff Around and a simple 12-bar blues are helpful next steps 
as you move toward more idiomatic improvisation (Higgins & Campbell, 
2010), but you may want to break this down into sub-components (e.g., 
treat each chord as its own drone to allow for exploration without the fear 
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of the chord changing too quickly, limit the number of notes to increase 
the rhythmic nature of the improvisation). 
• Meet as often as scheduling allows over a long period. One 45-minute 
session will not make a significant difference, but several 45-minute 
sessions spread out over several months will have a lasting impact on the 
participants’ ability to improvise and teach the same activities in their own 
classrooms. 
Future research could include the application of the progressive nature of the 
improvisation sessions (from free improvisation toward idiomatic forms) in a new 
context with a similar population of in-service teachers, pre-service teachers, or younger 
student populations, as well as the application of the professional development protocols 
of democracy, peer-mentoring, and shared leadership with various concepts other than 
improvisation, or additional content areas outside of music altogether. A more fully 
fleshed out practitioner’s guide based on the research in this study would be a helpful 
model for future usage as well. 
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of colleagues, have a substantial effect on the comfort ability of the participants to improvise with their professional peers, 
and ultimately provide pedagogical tools that twill transfer to the classroom and yield opportunities for student 
improvisation.  The exempt determination includes the use of: recruitment letter, consent form, and interview 
questionnaire. 
 
Additional review of this study is not needed unless changes are made to the current version of the study.  Any changes to 
the current protocol must be reported and reviewed by the IRB.  If you have any changes, please submit the Clarification 
Form located at http://www.bu.edu/irb/.   No changes can be implemented until they have been reviewed by the IRB. 
 
In approximately six months, you will receive an inquiry from the IRB to ascertain whether your study still meets the 
requirements for exempt review 
 
If you have any questions, please contact me at 617-358-6115. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mary McCabe 
IRB Analyst  
Charles River Campus IRB  
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Appendix B 
Consent Script 
Protocol Title: A Model for Non-Formal, Peer-Led Professional Development in Musical 
Creativity Through Improvisation for Music Teachers 
Principal Investigator: Joshua Parsons 
Description of Subject Population: Band directors with conservatory-influenced 
undergraduate training in the Orange and Los Angeles County area 
Version Date: 10/21/14 
 
Introduction  
Please read this form carefully. The purpose of this form is to provide you with important 
information about taking part in a research study. This form may contain words that you 
do not understand. Please ask Mr. Parsons to explain any words that you do not 
understand.  
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask Mr. 
Parsons. Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to take part in this 
research study, I will ask you for your verbal consent. The person in charge of this study 
is Joshua Parsons. Mr. Parsons can be reached at 714-496-5114, or at parsonsj@bu.edu 
This person is referred to as the “researcher” throughout this form.  
 
Why is this study being done?  
The purpose of this study is to understand how an improvisational model of professional 
development may help band directors with a conservatory-influenced undergraduate 
background both personally and professionally. I am asking you to take part in this study 
because you have expressed an interest in developing skills in musical improvisation.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study?  
If you agree to take part in this study, you will begin with a focus group interview along 
with all other participants. There will be eight improvisation sessions that last an hour 
each, a mid-point focus group, final focus group, journaling (once a week), and an exit 
slip to communicate questions or suggestions throughout the process (each week).  
 
Video Recording 
 
I would like to video record you during this study. If you are recorded it will be possible 
to identify you in the video. I will store these session recordings digitally on a password-
protected computer, and will label these files with a date for each session. Video files will 
be kept for 3 years. Do you agree to let me record you during this study? 
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How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
I will keep the records of this study confidential by removing any identifiable information 
from your journals and responses. Examples of identifiable information include your 
name, names of other people, and names of places. I will make every effort to keep your 
records confidential.  
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety:  
• The Researcher and any member of his research team  
• The Institutional Review Board at Boston University. The Institutional Review 
Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 
protection of people who take part in the studies. 
 
The study data will be stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer for three 
years. The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching. I will not 
put identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes.  
 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal  
You may choose not to be in the study or to stop being in the study before it is over at 
any time. You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you take part in 
this research study.  
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study?  
The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for research is a potential 
loss of privacy. I will protect your privacy by replacing identifiable information with 
pseudonyms at the request of the participant. There will be no link between the 
pseudonyms and the original information.  
 
The researchers will ask you and the other people in the group to use only first names 
during the group sessions. They will also ask you not to tell anyone outside the group 
what any particular person said in the group. However, the researchers cannot guarantee 
that everyone will keep the discussions private.  
 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study?  
You will benefit personally by participating in the activities and contributing to the group. 
This should also lead to a professional benefit as the activities transfer to your classroom.  
 
What alternatives are available?  
You may choose not to allow me to use your contributions in the study.  
 
Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?  
I will not pay you for taking part in this study.  
 
If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I talk to?  
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You can call Mr. Parsons with any concerns or questions. His telephone number is 714-
496-5114. You may also contact my advisor, Kinh Vu at kvu00001@bu.edu. If you have 
questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with someone 
independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB directly at 
617-358-6115.  
 
Statement of Consent  
By agreeing to participate in the study, I affirm that I have read the information in this 
consent form including risks and possible benefits and have been given the chance to ask 
questions.  
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Appendix C 
Letter to Principals of Participants 
Dear Mr./Ms./Mrs./Dr. Last Name, 
My name is Joshua Parsons and I am a doctoral candidate at Boston University as 
well as the Band Director at John F. Kennedy High School in La Palma, CA. I am writing 
to inform you of a professional development opportunity that your Band Director 
participated in recently.  
Your director (name) has given over two months of their personal time to work 
with other colleagues in the area of musical improvisation. We have spent time with 
various improvisation activities in a non-formal setting that could be easily adapted for 
the classroom as a manner of increasing the opportunities of genuine creativity for 
students at your school. As the educational climate moves toward 21st Century Skills, 
creativity is a focus area, and educational medium that helps give shape to the way 
teachers will teach and students will demonstrate knowledge. 
Mr./Ms./Mrs./Dr. Last Name (director) is to be commended for their dedication to 
the teaching profession, and to their students’ educational experience. I am grateful for 
his/her help and insight in order to fine tune my professional development model and 
hope that the experience we have shared will benefit your school. If you are interested in 
reading the final report from the study, please feel free to contact me and I will email a 
PDF version. 
Thank you, 
 
Joshua Parsons 
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Appendix D 
Recruitment Letter 
Greetings! 
My name is Joshua Parsons and I am organizing an action research study for band 
directors with conservatory-influenced undergraduate training and limited improvisation 
skills. If you’re like me, you may have accepted a job that includes teaching a jazz band 
as part of your professional duties. Maybe you feel very confident on the podium with 
your concert band, and selecting good literature for your jazz band, but when it comes to 
improvisation, you feel inadequately prepared. My hope is to develop a model of 
professional development in musical improvisation that is peer-led, and non-formal. The 
design of this study is as much for your personal edification as it is for transferring to 
your classroom. 
We would begin with a focus group interview and then proceed with an eight-
week series of improvisation-based activities meeting one hour per week. Participants 
will need to keep a journal throughout the process, and be willing to improvise on their 
instrument of choice. Participants are able to leave the study at any point and for any 
reason. I hope you will consider participating in order to help your profession, your 
students, and yourself. If you are interested, please reply with your positive response. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Joshua Parsons 
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Appendix E 
Focus Group Interview Questions (Prior to the Study) 
1. What is your name? 
2. Where do you teach? 
3. How long have you been teaching? 
4. What universities and colleges have you attended and when were you there? 
5. Did you study improvisation as an undergraduate student? 
6. What was the extent of your pre-service training in improvisation? 
7. What degrees do you hold? 
8. Have you attended and participated in any in-service workshops for 
improvisation? 
9. How comfortable are you with improvising on your instrument of choice? 
10. How comfortable are you with teaching your students to improvise? 
11. What do you currently do for improvisation with your students? 
12. What do you hope to gain from this professional development series? 
13.  Do you have any apprehension about improvising at the outset? 
14.  Are you willing to be both vulnerable and supportive of others throughout this 
process? 
15. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix F 
Guided Improvisation Activities Taken from Higgins’ and Campbell’s (2010) 
Free to Be Musical: Group Improvisation in Music 
Activity #1: Keep Breathing (pp. 55–58) 
 The focus of this activity is to highlight the necessity and individuality of breath 
in music. Each person has their own pace of breathing and helps create an ensemble 
sound with regular exhalation to start with followed by sustained vocal sounds, sustained 
instrumental sounds, and then “scribbling” with one’s instrument (playing with abandon 
during an exhalation). This activity takes into account the very basic nature of sound, the 
interconnectedness of group and individual, and fosters a general improvisatory attitude 
that can be pursued by both proficient players and musical beginners. An appropriate 
warning by the authors is given regarding the preconceived notions of music making 
inherent in trained musicians. This activity will lay the groundwork for the peer group to 
proceed with a less restrictive and contrived notion of music making. 
Activity #2: Be Free (pp. 23–25) 
 This activity builds upon the experience of the first activity and utilizes a similar 
starting point of breath to create a “blank canvas.” Participants are encouraged to let their 
mind wander and play unconsciously. Although a rather chaotic cacophony will likely 
occur, each person is encouraged to focus on the musical choices of others in the group 
rather than on their own playing. After a period of exploration, a signal for a return to 
silence is given, and the group will then move into a more conscious effort to create 
sounds. The difficulty is to listen to one’s self and others as each person moves away 
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from “unconscious musical scribbling toward conscious musical decisions.” A follow up 
discussion on how each person answers the question, “What is music,” will help to make 
sense of the group experience. 
Activity #3: Riff Around/Drone On (pp. 82–85; 46–49) 
 The group will begin by playing the Indian pentatonic scale (1, 3, 4, 5, b7) in 
unison at both a slow and fast tempo. Using a freely chosen three-note riff, each person 
will contribute a repeated element that helps to create a broader tapestry of sound using a 
consistent tempo for all. At first, the ensemble will freely play and experiment with their 
riff(s) until a volunteer leads the group into a set tempo. Once the lead player starts, 
everyone will stop playing and wait to be added as each person joins one at a time 
moving clockwise around the circle. Riffs are encouraged to be complementary to the riff 
chosen by the lead. Over time, variations will occur as players start to stretch out into a 
five-note riff and subtly change established riffs. 
 The use of an open 4th/5th drone adds another dimension to the second major 
section of the session. The tempo is free as the ensemble drones under each soloist. Once 
a soloist has improvised what they would like to improvise, they will join the drone and 
the next soloist (this time moving counter-clockwise) will begin. After everyone has had 
an opportunity to solo over the drone, the drone will fade out. The group may segue back 
into the pulsing riff structure of Riff Around at this point if desired. 
Activity #4: Blues (pp. 26–29) 
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 At this point, a form that is more familiar to the participants will be a welcome 
change. Most people will already have some experience in either playing the blues or at 
least having heard the blues performed before. Each person will have a notated blues 
scale (1, b3, 4, b5, 5, b7) in the key of Bb in addition to the chordal structure for a basic 
twelve-bar blues sequence. The group will play through the blues scale several times at 
different tempos and with different rhythmic patterns and then play a typical bass line for 
the blues progression to familiarize themselves with the harmonic movement. The lowest 
sounding instrument in the room will continue to act as the bass while the others play the 
other notes in the chords with a consistent rhythm. Once the group can successfully get 
through two cycles of the blues progression with a bass line and chords, each person will 
take a turn improvising a solo while the rest of the ensemble backs them up. If time 
permits, simple blues melodies can be learned corporately to serve as another springboard 
for improvisation ideas (e.g., Bags’ Groove, Sonnymoon for Two, C-Jam Blues, or Blues 
in the Closet). 
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Appendix G 
Focus Group Interview Questions (Midway Point) 
1. What has been the most significant change in your outlook toward improvised 
music since we first met together as a group? 
2. What has been a positive highlight over the last four sessions? 
3. What has been a frustration over the last four sessions? 
4. Have you tried any of the exercises we have covered on your own (privately)? 
5. Have you tried any of the exercises we have engaged in with a student 
population? 
6. Has the pace of our activities been reasonable? 
7. Do you have any concerns as we head into the last four sessions of this study? 
8. If this cohort was to continue meeting beyond eight sessions, what topics would 
you like to cover or lead? 
9. Do you have anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix H 
Focus Group Interview Questions (Final) 
1. What has been the most significant change in your outlook toward improvised 
music since we first met together as a group? 
2. What has been a positive highlight? 
3. What has been a frustration? 
4. Have you tried any of the exercises we have covered on your own (privately) or 
with a student population since the midway point? 
5. Has the pace of our activities been reasonable? 
6. Did you enjoy or appreciate that you were able to lead a session in this 
professional development model? 
7. Did you accomplish what you hoped to accomplish in the session you led? 
8. Overall, did you feel like the group valued your input, whether it was verbal or 
musical? 
9. Do you feel like you have been able to create something unique and personal 
during our improvisation sessions? 
10. Do you feel like improvisation is more approachable, having started with some 
free improvisation exercises? 
11. Do you feel more equipped to teach improvisation? 
12. If this cohort was to continue meeting beyond eight sessions, what topics would 
you like to cover or lead? 
13. Do you see value in maintaining this cohort? 
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14. Do you see value in starting new cohorts with other music teachers? 
15. Do you think this model of professional development has been a successful way 
to overcome your lack of improvisation knowledge and experience? 
16. In what ways could this model be improved? 
17. Do you think this model has served you better than the more typical in-service 
structure you have experienced? 
18. Do you have anything else you would like to add? 
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